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The Art . of Kansas 

Jonathan· Wesley· Bell 

My great-grandmother made this quilt and I obtained it from my 
great-aunt, Katherine Lowe. It was brought to Kansas by Elizabeth 
M. Landon in 1853. They crossed the MissoufrRiver on a ferry. It hit 
a ·snag and went down. They lost all their· possessions except their 
horses. Their first-born child was· wrapped in this quilt and when they 
came up the boy was gone. The quilt was put away and never used, 
hence its good condition. 

Lorene Kerns 
. . . 

There is art·.· in . Kansas. ·.•Th.is .is a horn.eland, and every. homeland· has its music, 
lines thatare powerful, experiences that be.come poetry. Lines, rhyt~ms and 
words are here in abundance-extricated from the prairie earth, imagined in the 
sky, imported like fine crystal from older homelands. 

The following pages do not necessarily reflect the best of our artists-the 
book certainly does not contain all their work,. or come near to mentioning 
every Kansas artist. Those who have been neglected, living and dead, we ask to 
forgive us. The Kansas Art Reader is not intended as praise of famous Kansans, 
although there are many artists included who deserve a wider reputation. Nor is 
this book meant only as praise of the Plains; although our great rolling earth 
rising away with us to the West is incredible with uncut prairie, designs of wheat 
and corn, the shapes of our grain elevators, barns, small towns and cities. 

The Kansas A rt Reader is about a growing place of imagination. Kansas as 
the growing place shapes the details of our daily lives just ~s it has the ideas and 
structure of this book. We stressed this for the cover design, choosing the green 
of our growing earth-space, and the blue of our sky-space. These spaces and the 
sense of life they contain are the essentials in Kansas; the painter Robert 
Sudlow, for example, speaks about them in his conversation with Jani Sherrard, 
and they are important to almost all our artists-the elemental internalized. 

Kansas · is something naked and firsthand (and has been since the sea 
withdrew, as long as can be remembered), which is perhaps why people with 
out-of-state tags on their . cars speed ·past us without looking. Their failure to 
look, whether out of blindness, ignorance or the disease of boredom-Kansans 
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share in this too-is a sad loss. As almost any farmer or artist will tell you, 
growing is a naked, raw process. 

My great-grandfather stopped and looked. He was of that army of unusual 
men and women who came here to put in their wheat "on the bare prairie where 
the nearest tree was ten miles away on the Chicaskia River," and he stayed to 
write poetry in his spare time. 

There is nobility in this heritage that neither time, changing fashion nor 
shame at some of our mistakes can completely dim. It is seen in the strong, 
honest figure of John Steuart Curry's The Good Earth, a colossus rising out of 
his own wheat, children dangling from him like fruit. The Farmer-Artist is a 
Kansas idyll-the man of nature who is the grower and orderer, the poet, painter 
and musician with seeds tangled to hiS cuffs and mud on his boots. His 
counterpart is a sturdy mother who gives up vanity for work, and who dazzles 
the great muted horizon with the colors in her quilting, her rows of flowers, her 
art as a woman. There is some reality in these images; that is what makes them 
so striking. 

It is also because of the elemental, raw process of art on the prairie that a 
man like Birger Sandzen assumes heroic proportions. There are others like him in 
our past, pioneer artists and teachers who grew future generations of artists, 
defining Kansas with their imaginations. Like others with their European 
viewpoint, Sandzen came unprepared for Kansas. He stayed though; he painted 
this new world with a passion and created a way of seeing Kansas. With lines, 
rhythm and words our artists have internalized Kansas life, given it meaning. 
This happened in struggling centers like Lindsborg, and also in the lonely circle 
of the farm. 

A good many of our artists have been professors, newspaper editors, school 
teachers and preachers, a tiny professional class lost in the heart of the American 
plain, perched precariously in the safety of the nests that are Kansas towns. 
Their influence has been disproportionately large, and because of their origin 
and training has been marked with certain ideas and attitudes. William Allen 
White, William Herbert Carruth, Charles Skilton, May Williams Ward, Rev. 
Charles Sheldon-their image too has nobility, accompanied as it is by the sense 
of self-sacrifice on the margin of civilization. 

Often the story of our artists is that they have been driven away to less 
rigorous, more loving climes. For all their talk about the place, they 
leave: Wattles, Kemp, Porter, Stafford, Ronald Johnson, Inge, Langston Hughes, 
Gordon Parks-of writers alone the list is long of those who in the end felt no 
compulsion to stay. The reason for such exodus is easily attributed to the lure of 
national cultural centers. But this does not explain the touch of bitterness that 
many take with them, or the feeling of others that Kansas has become a 
reminiscence, a place lost in time, the emotion of fading memories and funerals. 
Such notions hit hard at our image of the homeland as a growing place. 

Some artis.ts, of course, have made their covenant with Kansas, have stayed 
or returned. Of those enduring souls I t~ink immediately of Sue Jean 
Covacevich, Charles Rodgers, Bernard Frazier-people who in some way need 



The Good Earth. John Steuart Curry. Lithograph. The University of Kansas 
Museum of Art. 



6 . ;_-~· 

Kansas for their art, their peace of mind. This affirmation is reassuring. There 
would be no hope for a country that could not sustain artists. 

Another breed of Kansas artists is those who live out their own visions, who 
make the state a refuge or spring up natively like exotic plants-Samuel 
Dinsmoor, Dave Woods, Hans Jorgensen, John Hollenback, Inez Marshall. The 
survival of our visionary artists attests to the enduring tradition of individualism. 
It reinforces the truth that · there are many ways of imagining reality in Kansas. 

Individual histories unfold uniquely, but I sense a grim realism about many 
Kansas artists. Their loss and frustration should make us reflect in the glow of 
our contemporary health and prosperity at what has been created in the heart of 
America, and at what price. Many artists put this reflection into their work or 
express it as a frame for their art. As critics they have disc·overed mysteries about 
our large, subtle plain that go beyond the bucolic metaphor or the old 
European shock at its size and wildness. This aspect of the uniqueness of 
Kansas art to me is fascinating. 

Bitterness is apparent in E.W. Howe's novel The Story of a Country Town. 
The same severity and emotional involvement appear in the work of the poet 
Charles Leroy Edson; it also rings in Curry's statement "They have Kansas. They 
hardly need paintings." Curry said this years before the famous battle over the 
Statehouse murals, in which he depicted John Brown as an enraged 
monomaniac, a tornado blowing up behind him. This is a strong symbol of 
tormented Kansas. Such an image may not trouble us now, but when it was 
created it not only slapped hard at Brown but at established ideas of Kansas 
history and character as well. 

The long-standing revolt against the holy cows of Kansas culture has been 
continued by many artists. I think specifically of Charles E~son and his poetry, 
and of the contemporary generation of poets. The story of Rosalea and her hotel 
in Harper is important because it is an example of the creative dilemma in 
Kansas-a critical spirit that is and wants to be Kansan, yet in the struggle to live 
here is misunderstood. 

The photographer's eye has also caught the desolation and defeat that edges 
our landscape. Photographers as cultural critics shoot so many ruined farms, 
blighted towns, battered old Kansans and wintry fields that much of their work 
is a genre of defeat. I have tried to balance this with a broader collection of 
Kansas "images." But the truth these art~sts see, however unappealing, should 
not be ignored. 

Rosalea's defiant voice, refusing to give in or leave, Edson's denial of 
Kansas hocus-pocus, George Kren's photographs of barbed wire-as if this place 
were a concentration camp and all of us its victims-there iS a healthy, if 
troublesome, tradition of unorthodoxy in our art. 

The rancor I detect in many Kansas artists may be attributable to their 
relative isolation, to struggling on or being forced to escape from a demanding, 
rigorous way of.life. Perhaps it can be traced to the frustration of being thwarted 
by a public that remains difficult to please, dangerous to criticize. Many 
characters in Inge's Kansas plays reflect the c~ndition of twisted fortune on a 
limitless and crude prairie. Despite our reverence for our land and . the history of 
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great ideals, struggles, hard work and success, there is ambiguity about the 
outcome of Kansas. 

Sandzen had insight into the barbarous heart of Kansas. His leaping shapes 
and colors are part of what is now rarely seen by others, but which I· can still 
recall having seen at night in the heart of the Smoky Hills. Sudlow has also 
internalized a Kansas that is encroached upon-the intimate fields of native 
grasses, orange and silver, held down by a clear, primitive sky. Natural power, 
uncluttered horizons, great uninterrupted spaces-these are feelings strong in our 
visual art. Perhaps visually, artistically, in the creative memory is how they will 
survive. The wilderness succumbs to farming; every year more farmland retires 
into roads and cities. Most of us will not argue with this amazing and · urgent 
sense of human life. The difficulty is that Kansas imagery, our way oflooking ·at 
ourselves, cannot keep pace with the change. 

Not that the confusion is recent; Roy Gridley's "Images from an Older 
Kansas" follows the impressions of the Europeans and Americans who 
"discovered" what is now Kansas. He leaves us with a keen sense ofloss (found 
in much of our art) for a landscape and existence now pass~d by. Gridley gives 
us an idea of what, for those early adventurers, was an impressive, controversial 
country. They were the first to record their impressions. What they saw, believed 
and imagined about this land is still an important part of how we "see" today. 

The great variance in these . explorers' perceptions of the land, the disparity 
between descriptions designed to explain Quivira-from desert imagery to that of 
a "land of milk and honey" -has continued without resolution. In "Poetry," 

' Lorrin Leland discusses the contemporary poem "Quivira," stressing Coronado's 
failure to understand · the prairie's real value. Such failure implies more than gold 
fever. The confusion over value and character is not singular to early visitors. As 
Leland suggests, many of our modern Kansas poets envision us continuing in 
ambiguity, confused by conflicting images, unsure of what we are seeing, the 
importance of where we are. 

In "Kansas Novels," Michael Butler suggests another confusion. In · his 
reading of Kansas literature he finds an abstract quality in the descriptions of 
our land. Often it would seem there is little intimacy between characters and 
their landscape, the places described could be anywhere, or descriptions are 
stock, like stage settings. 

Even now after generations of living on this unique land, after more than 
a century of expanding the Kansas consciousness in our art, we are still unsure 
about the prairie. Our confusion is both a longing for the prairie as it was, like a 
purity we want · to recall, and an affection for the countryside we have shaped 
with such great effort. From looking at our art it seems true that often the land 
is an abstraction and not of the heart-although we know pieces of it as ranchers, 
farmers, townsmen, artists, we are not yet at home in the total design. 

There is also ambiguity in the art-image we have fashioned for ourselves. 
Our art marks us with varying, sometimes opposing natures-we are Westerners, 
Midwesterners, provincials, sturdy lords of the land. 

We say we are much more than Puritans, although that somber, clean 
identity remains strong in us. Actually, we seem more excited by our memory of 
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a frontier where we could all be heroes: the cowboy in Scott City with his 
pick-up truck and coyote dogs retains the romance. The heroic surrounds us in 
exaggerations of grain, beer and Bibles. The desire is strong for the intimacy of 
farm life as is the yearning for movement toward uncut, uncluttered horizons. 
We want to live outside, rough and robust, "The prairie is our mother," and yet 
we worry about our lack of culture and security. It is significant of the 
confusion between images that life in Kansas towns revolves around both the 
strict, bright lines of small churches and schools, our cultural oases, and the 
omnipresent beer halls that are our cool, dark caves. 

We show ourselves as challengers of the land, weather, provincial life (which 
for many is anonymous life). Yet we also dream of escape-to Eastern cities or 
Western wilderness, to churches, bars, mountains and oceans, to Oz-fleeing 
from demanding self-images and mental landscapes into picture-postcard tones 
(someone once said, "Thank God for Colorado, it's all that makes Kansas 
bearable''). 

Recurring ideas of harshness, defeat, escape-our suffering and endurance 
also become heroic. The pioneers seem rarely to have smiled. The Pioneer 
Mother of Kansas sits grimly guarding her family, a rifle across her lap; The 
Plainswoman has a face too tough and strong to bend. Often in our art we seem 
to be a hard people. We are nurtured on a harsh mixture of hope and 
desperation, raised to a memory of plagues in a land of Biblical abundance. 
Perhaps this reality of severe contrasts is one explanation for the disturbing 
similarity between Curry's farmer and his John Brown. 

In most of our art Kansans are giants, a people too large to exist in crowds. 
We show ourselves as a people alone, huge against the sky, as if on the Great 
Plains men would substitute themselves for trees and mountains. Angle shots 
from the earth up to our towering frames, the heaviness of girth and volume, 
sober features and stiff spines, dark corners in self-contained personalities, 
weathered skin like the hides of animals-our puritan-pioneer images are touched 
with the primitive, and the prairie shapes the life it holds. 

This relationship to the land, however confusing, is still our best share of 
realism. The great numbers of farms, ranches and small towns give us our human, 
civilized face. They are also where our uniqueness lies, not in Wichita, Topeka 
and Kansas City-although our cities are also touched by the puritan-pioneer 
images, and by the land. The Kansas realism of life and land is part of the success 
of the Haldeman-Juliuses' novel Dust. We see it also in Terry Evans's 
photographs Roy, Beulah and the one of tired but ready young men resting at 
the barn door. This is the life found in Helen Rhoda Hoopes's poem "Winter 
Twilight on the Victory Highway," where "The little house and the big 
barn/Draw closer together in the dusk," where the feeling of growth is as 
overwhelming as that of isolation, where death, like the earth, is part of a 
process. This returns us to the realism of the growing place. 

Another attribute of Kansas art is the mysterious. We are caught in what to 
early Europeans was an alien landscape, a place that disturbed the imagination. 
In The Wizard of Oz, Kansas is depicted as a grotesque starting point for 
mystery. Curry's Baptism in Kansas also comes to mind with its mystic glow 
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over the water tank in a crowded barnyard. Blackbear Basin's The Keeper of the 
Plains is an older mysticism, in upsweeping lines, crooked arms and brooding 
features. The magic realism of Kansas returns us to a sense of mystery and 
beauty-elements that glimmer distantly in our landscape, that survive in our 
·remoteness, that still express our sense of awe. 

I think this part of coming to terms with Kansas is where our bravest, best 
artists are found-the men and women who have the courage to be critics, who 
challenge confusion and ambiguity. Our art has too often been like_ thework of 
the early artists-explorers, a matter of illustration and surface description. One 
of the pleasures of having a homelap.d is knowing it intimately like we know no 
other place on earth. To me the Kansas artist is mo.st exciting ~hen he is 
revealing the homeland, perhaps criticizing its people, probing into its mysteries, 
digging into the earth, examining the land like a lover. 

The Kansas Art Reader is about learning from Kans·as. We have attributes 
and attitudes; we have our own landscape and tradition too. It should not 
discourage us that the greater body of our art is rooted in larger 
contexts-European, American, Midwestern, Great Plains (explaining why the 
Reader contains work by non-natives). We should only look more carefully for 
the points of identification that do give our art its character. 

More than twenty unique personalities have contributed to the Reader. 
Where possible their material was to reflect the conditions, cultural history and 
ideas that are particular to Kansas or the Plains region. It also seemed important 
that they express themselves directly, simply and clearly. These writers have 
done an admirable job of fulfilling the task. Another, and primary, intent was to 
match our commentary with a large quantity of Kansas art-poems, 
photographs, sketches, paintings, quilt designs, sculpture, excerpts from novels, 
pages from musical scores, folk tales and the lyrics of folk songs. Never before 
has so much and so many different kinds of Kansas art been collected in one 
publication. 

A farmer from Rooks County once told my parents about his trip to 
London. My father asked him what he liked best. "Saint Paul's" was the leathery 
old man's immediate answer. And why? Because of the dome, or Wellington's 
tomb? "Hell, no, just think of all the wheat you could store in there!" The 
imagination toned by Kansas-this is my pleasure in The Kansas Art Reader. 
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The Land of Kansas 

Photography by James Enyeart 

In 1859 Albert Bierstadt was among the early artists to cross Kansas. It is perhaps 
noteworthy that he didn't stay long. 

Bierstadt's destination in his westward travels, like that of the many painters and 
photographers who followed in his wake, was the theatrical scenery of the High 
Rockies. Although he did paint the Wolf River in Kansas and perhaps other local 
views as well, for Bierstadt the state represented mainly four hundred miles of 
prairie separating the Rockies from civilization. But Bierstadt was after all only 
a tourist. Hamlin Garland once observed that "the tourist cannot write the local 
novel." Nor, we surmise, can the tourist depict and understand the local landscape. 

"An art is something which requires an artist living in a land," wrote Archibald 
MacLeish. "It is something between a man and the earth he lives on. It needs an 
understanding and it takes time .... " Just as we are .today grateful for Bierstadt's 
advertisements for Rocky Mountain splendor, so too can we appreciate the less 
theatrical beauty found in the open spaces and rolling prairie of Kansas. With 
familiarity and over time, this gentle landscape and its people have inspired another 
breed of artist[ s J, who have developed another sort of vision and have shared that 
with us. 

From the Preface to No Mountains in the Way, Charles C. Eldredge. 



























Images from an Older Kansas 

Roy E. Gridley 

The Kansas Art Reader is a catalogue to the literature, crafts, music and visual 
arts of Kansas. It is, in a sense, a handbook to the diverse shapes, significances, 
beauties and meanings of the land and of the people of Kansas. The individual 
artists have lent out their talents, insights and imaginations to the eyes and ears 
and imaginations of others. We are in their debt for the images and perspectives 
that tell us what it is like to be human and, especially, to be human in Kansas. 
Kansas art helps tell us who we are. 

Some of the artistic expression represented in the Reader makes no open or 
direct reference to the particular piece of earth we call Kansas. The official and 
unofficial images of Kansas-sunflowers, meadowlarks, John Browns, Carrie 
Nations, sod houses, gunfighters-are rare in these works. Yet most do reflect 
something that, if not uniquely or peculiarly Kansan, is nevertheless the product 
of someone feeling in, thinking in, looking at or listening to the place called 
Kansas. Many of the songs, stories, paintings, poems and photographs reflect the 
small towns, wide farms, long roads and rolling grasslands so often associated 
with the state. The older novels, poems and folksongs in particular evoke the 
problems and triumphs of settlement. So, too, do a great many recent paintings 
and photographs of farms and towns, of farmers and townsmen. 

For my part 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 offered by 
others in the Reader. But first, I would like to look at Kansas from the 
perspective not of time but from outer space. 

In the late spring and early summer of 1973, the Earth Resources 
Technology Satellite "photographed" Kansas. From five hundred and seventy 
miles above the surface, electronic equipment aboard the satellite sent 
information to computers that produced seventeen "scenes" of Kansas. These 
scenes were combined, reduced to about twenty-four by twelve inches, and 
printed in black and white under the title "Mosaic of Kansas." With this image 
we can, at a single glance, "see" all of Kansas. And, there is the illusion, at least, 
that we are looking at a real picture and not at a map. 
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Near the upper right-hand corner-where the Missouri River winds down 
then gives way to the straight north-south line that has separated Missourians 
from Kansans since 1820-there is a large irregular white spot with tentacles 
radiating outward: Kansas City-Johnson County. One tentacle reaches 
northwesterly toward Leavenworth, another southwesterly past Olathe. The 
longest tentacle stretches westward up the Kaw Valley, expanding and thinning, 
expanding and thinning, until it blends into the gray and black tones above the 
junction of the Smoky Hill and Republican rivers. Six inches to the south and a 
bit west is another large white spot more regular than the one to the northeast. 
Out of this spot wanders a thin gray line that moves into another smaller white 
spot about an inch and a half to the northwest: 
Wichita-Arkansas River-Hutchinson. Up river from Hutchinson the Arkansas 
darkens and becomes· more distinct with the Cheyenne Bottoms obvious above 
the Great Bend. As the eye moves southwesterly and then westerly along the 
Arkansas, small black rectangular and circular dots increase in number until near 
Garden City these dots stretch from the Smoky Hill all the way down and across 
the Cimarron. The dots, the text at the bottom of the photo tells us, are 
irrigated fields, the circular ones created by center-pivot sprinklers. An irregular 
area, about two inches long, in the extreme southwest corner, holds off the 
rectangles and circles and marks the Cimarron National Grasslands. 

In the northwest, the rectangles and circles are sporadic, and the canyoned 
headwaters of the Smoky Hill· and the tributaries of the Republican-Beaver, 
Sappa, Prairie Dog-dominate the image. The Solomon and Saline are less 
distinct and, oddly, they nearly disappear as they move eastward except when 
they become reservoirs-Kirwin, Webster, Glen Elder, Wilson. The waters of 
these lakes as well as those of Lovewell, Cedar Bluff, Kanopolis, Milford-appear 
deep black. Tuttle Creek, however, is light gray; and, by the time the eye reaches 
Perry, the water has taken on the same whiteness as the cities. Pomona, Melvern, 
Redmond, Toronto, Elk City, all are nearly the same shade as the cities. The 
rivers of the southeast-Neosho, Verdigris, Fall, Elk-are dark and clear. Dark, 
irregular and prominent are the Gypsum and Flint hills. 

There are no hints of railways. Among the highways only I-70 between 
Topeka and Junction City and I-35 from Ottawa to near Emporia leave a clear 
trace. With scrutiny one can make out some of the larger towns. Emporia and 
Salina are visible. Dodge City, Garden City, Liberal, Goodland, Hays, Atchison, 
Pittsburg-all ~equire some squinting. The smallest towns-just to list some that 
lie nearest the borders-have apparently not registered at all: White Cloud, 
Treece, Elgin, Coolidge, Kanarado, Herndon, Hollenberg. Farms, except the 
irrigated ones, blend into the general shading of grays and blacks. There are, of 
course, no people. 

This photograph represents the first time man could step back far 
enough-five hundred and seventy miles-to see the entire state. None of the 
artists represe~ted in the ·Reader have had that physical advantage. The long 
perspective of the satellite obscures almost all. the things the artists have found 
important-the individual people, the places and the materials out of which 
their art was formed. Perhaps the photograph conceals more than it reveals. But 
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it does confirm many things we already know about Kansas. We know, for 
example, that even after nearly a century and a half of settlement, natural forms 
rather than man-made forms continue to dominate. the landscape. Streams and 
river valleys, fields, divides and range lands are more prominent than are towns 
and cities, roads and buildings, signboards and power lines. Even the intensively 
cultivated, fenced and terraced farmlands look, from this distance, natural. And,. 
they look rough and uneven enough to challenge the notion that Kansas is an 
endlessly dead-level expanse of prairie and plain. The large white spots that are 
the cities look small within the total expanse of the state. They remind us that 
Kansas does not have a lot of people. They also remind us that a great many of 
the people live within metropolitan areas, most of them within a triangle whose 
points would be Kansas City, Salina, Wichita. And, even if a Kansan lives in 
sparsely populated western Kansas, he is likely to live within an "urban" area. 

The heavy black lines imposed to indicate the state's boundaries also 
remind us that the political limits are arbitrary and unnatural. The valleys 
leading across the Nebraska line seem to confirm what one delegate to. the 
constitutional convention of 1859 declared: "the Platte river is the natural 
northern boundary of Kansas while our present boundary is. only an imaginary 
one." Six miles of US Highway 181 keeps Willa Cather out of this Art Reader. 
This photograph might help comfort a disappointed child who finds, after a long 
automobile ride to Colorado and after the long-awaited "Welcome to Colorado" 
sign has been sighted, that Colorado looks pretty much like Kansas. With the 
careful discrimination of a poet and the memory of the bloody border warfare 
of the 1850s, Kenneth Irby can assert that still, in the 1970s 

the boundary between 
Kansas and Missouri is a zone 

as violent of movement 
as the San Andreas Fault 

John Brown is still not a casual visitor 
Border Ruffians still 

wait above the flood plain 
their clodhopper boots gunked with mud 

Yet, the stranger crossing the street called State Line has little to suggest to him 
that he has just entered or just left Kansas City, Missouri. The Cimarron, 
Neosho, Arkansas rivers and the Gyp and Flint hills. hardly notice when they 
have crossed the Oklahoma line, though the line was real enough to Texas cattle 
drivers who once found that it was also a quarantine line. It remains a 
convenient line for desperadoes in television westerns who have to get out of 
Dodge or Caldwell or Coffeyville to seek refuge from the law in Indian Territory. 
Kansas, the satellite photograph reminds us, is an arbitrary ~ectangle carved out 
of the large Prairie-Plains region. 
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That 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 between Free-Staters 
and Slave-Staters that made Kansas such an important national issue in the 
1850s. Rather, he saw something 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 the letter as one chapter in his geographical treatise The Central Gold 
Region, a title probably designed, as Jam es 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 mountain 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 
writers 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 topographical engineers. Gilpin 
opens his letter with a fine declamatory assertion: 

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 prior to COLUMBUS. These PLAINS are not 
deserts, but the opposite, and are the cardinal basis of the future 
empire of commerce and industry now erecting itself upon 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. newspaper. 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 machi'nery, electricity were all there 
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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 development had been 
built up during the first half of the nineteenth century. In 1810 Zebulon 
Montgomery Pike had foreseen that "These vast plains of the western 
hemisphere may become in time equally celebrated 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 formations 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 comparison 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 sunshine, 
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 Territory of Kansas has become in Gilpin's imagination the future seat of a 
great and refined civilization. 

I have lingered over . Gil pin's letter because it is a brief and forceful 
expression of an idea that runs through a lot of Kansas art: the dramatic change 
of the Great American Desert from a sterile wasteland 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," the 
memory of the wilderness still hangs in the minds of contemporary artists. We 
can see it in Ronald ] ohnson's Quivira. Johnson, who grew up at Ashland, 
ponders the effect these open plains must have had on the minds of Coronado's 
men and wonders what the land means now in the second half of the twentieth 
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century. For a poet like Galway Kinnell there are still bison, trappers and 
wolves just "West of Westport." James Wright finds the grasslands just one stage 
on a journey westward as he sleeps and dreams "now" (c. 1965) on the eastern 
edges of the Prairie: 

The only human beings between me and the Pacific Ocean 
were old Indians who wanted to kill me. 
They squat and stare for hours into small fires 
Far off in the mountains. 
The blades of their hatchets are dirty with the grease 
Of huge silent buffalo. 

In a long meditative poem, Ken Irby, from Fort Scott, ponders the meaning of 
the death by Commanche arrows of Jedediah Smith in 1831 on the Cimarron in 
southwest Kansas. Bill Sublette was with Smith that year OJ?. the Cimarron, and 
William Stafford, from Hutchinson, tries to imagine what Sublette must have felt 
coming for the first time into that area. Stafford concludes that we can never 
fully know the awe and wonder, and perhaps fear, that Sublette knew: 

No one can sound 
the deep rope to those days, hold level the wide ranch 
that swung in his life in his mind 

That man-fugitive from speed, antagonist of greatness-
comes here quietly still lost, trying to tell us what he means. 

All of these poets evoke memories of the wilderness of the early plains in an 
attempt to find some meaning for the present. Most conclude that those early 
travellers experienced a closeness to the natural world that we have nearly lost. 
For Stafford, Bill Sublette heard there on the Cimarron "some string that sang 
the wilderness." Now, the wilderness is lost to us: "once that place was found, 
the West had come; no one could undiscover it." 

Each of these poems also reflects another notion that is widespread in 
writings about the Prairie-Plains. It is the idea that by coming to these open 
grasslands one moves backward through time and that one can feel here 
something of what the earliest human beings on earth felt. A New York-born 
poet, W.S. Merwin, states this idea rather starkly in his "Beginning of the Plains." 
Merwin had lived in the Dordogne region of France before he visited Kansas in 
1970. The Dordogne region is rich in caves painted by prehistoric men, and 
Merwin's imagination has long been animated by thoughts of prehistoric peoples, 
their magic, rituals and totems. He is also aware of recent scientific evidence that 
human beings became human not in the primeval forests and jungles but on the 
open grasslands and savannahs of East Africa. These thoughts are surely in his 
mind as he comes onto the Plains from the East: 
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On city bridges steep as hills I change countries 
and this according to the promise 
is the way home 

I recognize the first hunger 
as the plains start 
under my feet 

Before the Spanish came out onto these plains in the sixteenth century, 
Europeans had not known such extensive grasslands since the end of the last Ice 
Age when forests invaded the savannahs of Europe and drove out the large 
grazing animals. People long accustomed to living among mountains and forests 
found the empty rolling grasslands 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 forest ·then man might upon encountering 
the Plains feel alien sensations of fear, wonder, awe and surprise so often 
expressed in Plains writing. 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. 

All great ideas, we are told, are essentially poetic. The notion of grasslands 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 expression 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 artifactfi 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 
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have confirmed that human beings have lived on the Plains for at least ten 
thousand years. And it is generally 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 estimate 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 travellers were less certain about the 
answer than are anthropologists today. In the 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, eventually 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 descent 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 Cheyenne take sweat baths near 
the Arkansas, comments wryly: 

To those fond of speculation on the origin and probability of the 
North American Indians belonging to the lost tribes of Israel, I would 
say here that these Indians purify themselves before entering upon the 
performance of their religious duties. 
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Later, Garrard speculates that the Cheyenne may be "the progeny of the Aztecs 
and Peruvians." But the Cheyenne, he concludes, "arc totally ignorant of the 
most common inventions-a woefully degenerate set, in truth, if they are so 
descended." In Commerce of the Prairies (1844), Josiah Gregg, an older, better 
informed and more systematic man than either Parkman or Garrard, declined to 
enter into such speculations. He did, however, find in the Plains Indi~ns "a 
strong resemblance to the patriarchs of old" and thought that resemblance some 
proof of their "Asiatic origin." Gregg, w'ho 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 unconquered Sabaeans of the 
Great American Desert. 

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 Spanish and French accounts life among the 
primitive peoples of the region 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. I will draw upon only four accounts: that of Cabeza de 
Vaca, who journeyed naked and afoot across the southern margin of the Plains 
from 1528 to 1538; those of Francisco de Coronado and his officers Castaneda 
and Jaramillo, who came to central Kansas in 1542; that of Etienne de 
Bourgmont, eastern Kansas, 1717 and western Kansas, 1724; and a report issued 
by a provincial Spanish governor, Athanase de Mezieres, in 1770. 

Cabeza de Vaca was one of four men to survive from a Spanish force of 
three hundred that put ashore in Florida in 1528. From November 1528 until 
the summer of 1536, he lived among and was often enslaved by the Indians 
along the Texas Gulf Coast who occasionally made treks inland in search of 
food. These peoples along the Gulf were extremely impoverished and often in a 
state of near famine. The Yguaces, for example, were basically root caters; but 
occasionally, de Vaca writes, 

these Indians kill deer and take fish: but the quantity is so small and 
famine so prevalent that they eat spiders and ant eggs, worms, lizards, 
salamanders, snakes, and poisonous vipers: also earth and 
wood-anrthing, including deer dung and other matter I omit. 

In the autumn of 1535, de Vaca came for 'the first time among the "cow 
people," the buffalo-hunting peoples of the Plains. De Vaca's reportorial, austere 
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style does not aspire toward the creation of poetic images of the Golden Age, 
but it is clear that these Plains Indians are a less barbarous and more prosperous 
people than those he had previously known: 

Houses they had made to accommodate us stood ready. Our gifts, 
from the first place that received us like this on, included many skin 
blankets; but there was nothing .they owned that they did not freely 
give us. 

They are the best looking people we saw, the strongest and most 
energetic, and who most readily understood us and answered our 
questions. We called them the "Cow People," because more cattle are 
killed in their vicinity than anywhere .... 

They go absolutely naked as the first Indians we encountered, 
the women of course wearing deerskins, as well as a few men, mostly 
those too old to fight anymore. The country is incredibly populous. 

Farther west he would find an even more "substantial people _with a capacity for 
unlimited development." These were the Pima, whose southerri frontiers were 
already being invaded by the Spaniards who destroyed their farms and enslaved 
their people. As he journeys southward into Mexico, de Vaca mourns the 
invasion: 

With heavy hearts we looked out over the lavishly watered, fertile, and 
beautiful land, now abandoned and burned and the people thin and 
weak, scattered or hiding in fright. . 

Two years after de Vaca had finally made his way to Mexico City, 
Coronado's expedition headed north out of Mexico. In 1542 he moved 
northeastward onto the Plains in search of Quivira. The narratives of Coronado . 
and his officers Castaneda and Jaramillo document for the first time the novel 
experience the Plains presented to European man. The land was vast and level 
and often appeared, Lt. Castaneda says, in "the shape of a ball, for wherever a 
man stands he is surrounded by the sky at the distance of a crossbow shot." 
Lying on his back, a man can see nothing but sky; or, looking between the legs 
of a buffalo he can see the horizon. The absence of trees and ·other vertical 
landmarks causes men to become lost. The short, stiff grass "rises up again after 
being trampled on." Who among his readers would believe, Lt. Castaneda asks, 

that although one thousand horses, five hundred of our cattle, more 
than five thousand rams and sheep, and more than 1500 persons, 
including allies and servants, marched over those plains, they left no 
more traces when they got through than if no one had passed .... 

It was a land of whirlwinds and of hailstorms that dented armor, of squirrels that 
lived in holes in the earth and large hares unafraid of horsemen; it was a land 
where you could march twenty leagues and see "nothing but cattle and sky." 
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Despite the strangeness of the landscape and of its flora and fauna, the tone 
of these narratives in no way suggests that the Spanish sensed that they were in a 
frighteningly alien world. On the contrary, the narratives arc punctuated by 
images of the familiar rather than the alien. Once they found: 

a small valley covered with trees, with plenty of grapes, mulberries, 
and rose bushes. This is a fruit found in France and which is used to 
make verjuice. In this barranca we found it ripe. There were nuts, and 
also chickens of the variety found in New Spain, and quantitites of 
plums like those of Castille. 

Along the way they found a fruit "which tasted like muscatel grapes," a plant 
with "leaves resembling parsley" and "much wine and marjoram." Finally at 
Quivira [in present central Kansas] they found a land much like home: 

From the very border of the land it was noticed that it is very similar 
to that of Spain in its vegetation and fruits [and climate] . One finds 
plums like those of Castille, grapes, nuts, mulberries, rye grass, oats, 
pennyroyal, wild marjoram, and flax in large quantities .... 

Coronado himself thought the soil "the most suitable that has been found for 
growing all the products of Spain, for, besides being rich and black, it is well 
watered by arroyos, springs, and rivers." Jaramillo thought Quivira both similar 
to and superior to the lands around the Mediterranean: 

This country has a fine appearance, the like of which I have never 
seen anywhere in our Spain, Italy, or part of France, nor indeed in 
other lands where I have traveled in the service of his Majesty. It is not 
a hilly country, but one with mesas, plains, and charming rivers with 
fine waters, and it pleased me, indeed. I am of the belief that it will be 
productive of all sorts of commodities. As for the cattle, we have 
proof that large numbers exist there, as large as anyone could imagine. 
We found Castilia.n plums, a variety that are not wholly red but 
blending from red to somewhat black and green. The tree and the fruit 
are surely Castilian, the latter of excellent taste. 

There is an emphasis in these narratives upon the potential usefulness of this fine 
country to the Spanish. Most travelers to the Plains have speculated about what 
might be "done" with the area. But the narratives also produce a composite 
image of a generous, fruitful and friendly natural state. The three large tribes 
that the Spaniards met share these qualities with the land. These people arc "by 
far more numerous than those of the pueblos, better proportioned .... " The 
Querechos "have the best physique of any [Coronado has seen] in the Indies." 
The Teyas are ·"large people of very fine appearance." Coronado has some 
Quivirans measured and finds them "ten spans. tall." All are generous, peaceful 
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(to the Spanish) and comely; the women are "modest." In Castaneda's listing of 
their virtues, he notes: 

These people eat raw meat and drink blood, but they do not eat 
human flesh. They are a gentle people, not cruel, and are faithful in 
their friendship. 

The next . authorized Spanish expedition to Quivira came fifty years later 
when Juan de Oii'ate was escorted by nomadic Escanjaques to a large (1200 grass 
houses) agricultural village (near present Wichita?). Onate's force was caught in 
the ensuing hostility between the villagers and the nomads, with the Spanish 
soundly defeating the nomads. A few years later (1606?), six hundred Quivirans 
journeyed to Santa Fe to make an alliance with the Spanish against the nomads. 
At this time the Indians used only dogs for transport, .but within the next 
hundred years both nomads and villagers acquired the horse. With the horse 1 the 
nomads in particular became a formidable military barrier to Spanish intrusion 
onto the Plains. 

On the eastern· edges of the Prairie-Plains, the Missouri and the Osage tribes 
had allied themselves with the French. A most suggestive version of the primitive 
life in this land comes from a young Frenchman, Etienne de Bourgmont, who in 
about 1717 visited the Kansas Indians. Upstream from the Missouri villages, he . 
writes, 

is a smaller river which flows into the Missouri, called the "Riviere 
d'Ecanze" and a nation of the same name, ally and friend of the 
French; their trade is in furs. This is the finest country and the most 
beautiful land in the world; the prairies are like the seas, and filled 
with wild animals; especially oxen, cattle, hind, and stag, in such 
quantities as to surpass the imagination. They hunt almost entirely 
with the arrow; they have splendid horses and are fine riders. 

Here is a vision of beauty, fruitfulness and freedom. The simile of the sea (used 
also in the Coronado narratives) makes the unfamiliar grasslands familiar to 
Europeans, but it also lends a note of sublimity and vastness which, like the 
numbers of wild animals, pushes beyond the imagination. Only historical 
hindsight could supply an ominous note in the fact that the Kanza are now 
engaged in trade with Europeans. (The Kanza would suffer severely from this 
contact with Europeans and would by the time Parkman sees them ( 1846) be 
reduced to beggardom.) In 1724 Bourgmont returned to the Kanza villages and 
with a large party of over three hundred Kanza warriors he moved westward to 
the Grand Village of the Padouca or Commanche. Louis Barry, in her great 
book, The Beginning of the West, locates this village in present Saline or 
Ellsworth counties. This village, like the Quiviran ones visited by Coronado and 
Onate, was quit~ large: five hundred lodges and.over three thousand people. 

The Commanche continued to prosper and increase in population during 
the eighteenth century; and, according· to a Spanish bureaucrat, they had "no 
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need to covet the trade pursued by the rest of the Indians whom they call, on 
this account, slaves of the Europeans, and whom they despise .... " The 
bureaucrat was Athanase de Mezieres. On October 29, 1770, he wrote a report 
to his superiors about the Commanche, who had effectively limited Spanish 
expansion onto the Plains. The Commanche evoke from de Mezieres profound 
respect for their freedom, communal loyalty, bravery and prosperity: 

The Commanche are scattered from the great Missouri River to 
the neighborhood of the frontier presidios of New Spain.· They are a 
people so numerous and so haughty that when asked their number 
they make no difficulty of comparing it to that of the stars. They are 
so skillful in horsemanship that they have no equal; so daring that 
they never ask for nor grant truces, and in the possession of such a 
territory that, finding in it an abundance of pasturage for their horses 
and an incredible number of cattle which furnish them raiment, food, 
and shelter, they only just fall short of possessing all the conveniences 
of the earth ..••. 

The Commanche were an enviable people; but, in their nomadic freedom and 
seasonal followings of the herds, they are also a threatening people: 

From these perpetual comings and goings it arises that the 
Commanches, relying upon one another, made proud by their great 
number, and led by their propensity to steal, let few seasons pass 
without committing the most bloody outrages ...• 

De Mezieres clearly admired the Commanche, but the Spanish settlements were 
constantly endangered by them. (The settlements were still attacked until well 
after the American Civil War.) De Mezieres ends his report by coldly 
recommending that his superiors make alliances with any tribes "interested in 
the destruction of so proud and cruel an enemy." In this official report by a 
provincial bureaucrat we can, I think, sense something of a double feeling 
toward the primitive people of the Plains. De Mezieres seems to see the 
Commanche as both superior and inferior to the Spanish, admirable but 
dangerous; they possess nearly "all the conveniences of the earth," but they 
must be destroyed. This ambivalence toward the primitives of the Plains appears 
regularly in the travel literature of the next one hundred years. Some of the later 
writers will take attitudes that might be called "primitivist": Josiah Gregg and 
Lewis Garrard, for example, often claim to value the "natural state" of man 
more than they value their own civilization; Francis Parkman, too, will 
occasionally lapse into the primitivist stance. De Mezieres was certainly not a 
conscious primitivist; nor were de Vaca, Coronado, Castaneda, Jaramillo or 
Bourgmont. But they did, in the course of their writing, supply us with images 
of a free, abundant, generous and beautiful life among primitive peoples of the 
Prairie-Plains. 
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One of Wright Morris's characters proudly claims to have been the father of 
the Dust Bowl. 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 notebooks and his appendix 
to An Account (1810), "Dissertation on Louisiana," 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 
September 4, on the Marmaton near Fort Scott he made this entry in his 
notebook: 

We found a most delightful bason of clear water, of 25 paces diameter 
and about 100 circumference, in which we bathed; found it deep and 
delightfully pleasant. Nature scarcely ever formed a more beautiful 
place for a 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 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's "warm imagination" has conjured a future agricultural paradise, abundant 
and joyful. (It would be sixty years before real farmers would come to the 
Marmaton, among them the poet Eugene Ware. In yet another hundred years, 
Ken Irby would make the.Marmaton a focus of much of his poetry, a poetry of 
"particularly two concerns: a calmness, a quietude of the whole being; and a 
feeling of great closeness with the vegetation lived among-an ecological 
calm-poetry that feeds us, not just that"tends the sheep.") 
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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 "mountainous" terrain along the 
Saline, then continued through Republic County to meet with the Republican 
Pawnee in an effort to get them to replace their Spanish flag with an American 
one. Moving southwesterly 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 .... 

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 westward, 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 Colorado. 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 to be 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 
landsc<l;pe 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 hill and 
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dale, covered with a short sweet grass intermixed with thousands of 
the most beautiful flowers, undeformed by a single weed. 

The "challenge" this delightful landscape offered to the "fancy" has been 
taken up by scores of Kansas poets, painters and photographers. The first 
imaginative artist to accept the challenge was the novelist James Fenimore 
Cooper in the third of his Leatherstocking Tales, The Prairie (1827). Perhaps it is 
significant (in light of the national image of the region as a desert) that the first 
person to bring his family, his wagons, his flocks and his "implements of 
husbandry" onto the Plains was not a real but an imaginary person. Cooper's 
character, Ishmael Bush, is the first ·to test that barrier to the American pioneer 
farmer that Pike and others had posited. He is by no means a "noble pioneer." 
He is of a "fallen race" and has for fifty years remained on the "skirts of 
society" in the frontier country east of the Mississippi. His "ears had never 
willingly admitted the sound of a church bell." Consequently; Ishmael and his 
family have degenerated into a state nearly as barbarous and savage as that of the 
Indians. Ishmael is defeated in his attempt to establish himself in this "empty 
empire" of the Prairie. It is not the land that defeats him, although the land is 
portrayed as dry and s.terile. "The rifle is better than the hoe in such a place as 
this," one of Ishmael's sons says while "kicking the hard and thirsty soil on 
which he stood with an air of contempt." Ishmael is defeated, rather, by the 
unchartered freedom of the Prairie. He had come to the vast grasslands to escape 
the restrictions of society and its laws. He discovers he cannot live without some 
society and some law. Toward the end of the novel, Ishmael turns his herds and 
teams back east and is last seen entering once again the "confines of society." 
The Great American Desert as a barrier to agricultural settlement remains intact 
as The Prairie ends. The death of the old white trapper Natty (alias Deerslayer, 
Leatherstocking, Hawkeye, Pathfinder) as the novel closes suggests that the 
Plains will not even become the haunt of those white or half-breed trappers who 
took on so many of the ways and even the "natur" of the Indians. Pawnee-loups 
and Dahcotah continue to possess the land. 

The date of the action of The Prairie is 1804-05. By the time the novel was 
published in 1827, the Plains were known intimately by hundreds of men who 
had gone onto and across them to meet the European demand for furs or the 
Mexican demand for American goods. By 1820, the wilderness of Missouri had, 
to use Stafford's phrase, "subsided and become a state." In the 1820s and 
1830s, the civilized Eastern tribes had been removed to eastern Kansas and 
Oklahoma. However, the country was unknown enough that gullible eastern 
readers might have taken seriously James Pattie's tale of crossing western Kansas 
in 1826. Somewhere in present Smith or Osborne county, one member of 
Pattie's party was killed by a grizzly bear. Believable enough. But while crossing 
the high plains between the Smoky Hill and Arkansas, the number of grizzlies 
increases until ~attie is followed by over two hundred of the great grizzlies! Of 
course, Pattie was moving diagonally away fr?m the main trails. The trapper's 
road to the northern Rockies and the merchant's road to Santa Fe were familiar 
and well used and less infested with bears. 
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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 caravan; and for over a 
decade he was engaged in trade between the eastern. settlements and Mexico. In 
1844 he published Commerce of the Prairies. The book is so full of accurate 
information for travelers and traders, of careful and scientific observation . of 
geography, flora, fauna, climate, of interviews with Indians and their white 
captives, of anecdote and humor, that Gregg's book remains the best ever 
written about the Plains. His description and classification of Indian tribes 
ac_cording to language. and custom has not been greatly improved by modern 
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 behind the 
party of William Sublette and Jedediah Smith. Gregg would not learn that Smith 
had · been killed by Commanche on the Cimarron until he arrived in Santa Fe. 
But there was great anxiety within his party when they met nearly three 
thousand Commanche on the Cimarron. They parleyed with some of the chiefs, 

· then moved into encampment; guards were doubled. That ~vening when some 
forty Indians approached · the c·amp, 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 Indians 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 returned the "lost" horse, then led them into an "elysian 
vale" where there was water, w_ood 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 bruns 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 friendliness, a nuisance and annoyance. The party finally stole 
away early one morning, glad to be rid of the Commanche. 

In this incident and others Gregg successfully debunks, with humor and 
commonsense, the image of the Plains Indian . as a dangerous and treacherous 
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savage. He consistently counsels trade and reciprocal gift giving. Toward the end 
of the book he summarizes this attitude, 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 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. He lives 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 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 something 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 
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relying not upon others but upon himself. For Gregg, there can be no willing 
return to civilization 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 
oppressed 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 experience 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 the vicissitudes of nature operate a change likewise upon the 
seasons? Why may we not suppose 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. 

One of the young men of "refinement" who had abandoned society 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 be seen, (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 preserve and hold up to the view of her refined citizens 
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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, visited 
Catlin's London exhibition of paintings and Indian artifacts in 1844; back in 
Boston the following year, he made plans for this "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 
I)lains 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 entire journey lay within the area that 
would, in 1854, become the Territory 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 
hnd, he stands late at night on the Little Blue, watching 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 
Commanche or Pawnee, who never show up. There is an especially successful 
buffalo hunt near Larned; they gath·er ripe wild grapes and plums on Cow Creek. 
One member of the party tries, unsuccessfully1 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 "forests 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 rainstorm 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. 
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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 in life or scenery within the limits of our national 
domain; but no one could have dreamed t~at the decree would find so 
swift an 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 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 filling 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 locomotive" 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 the last 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 lured 
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 ab.out 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 conqueror; and that which made him romantic, 
terrible, and hateful, is in large measure scourged out of him. The slow 
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cavalcade of horsemen armed to the teeth has disappeared before 
parlor cars and the effeminate comforts of modern travel. 

Kansas Pastoral 

See how the land lies? Fallow and old, 
This land of my youth. The wind drifts cold 

Here, quick over a child's surmises: 
Values shift as the dust disguises 

The land's shape. It drifts into ridges, 
Mutable, rifting wide cleavages 

In soil and mind. So the ridges rise: 
How bridge this fissure? See how the land lies? 

Robert Greenwood, Poems and Stories (1955). 
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Fall Chore In Kansas 
(to Rafael Alberti)* 

Gutters blocked by a silence, 
no, not of garbage but of dull 
decaying leaves of 
exiled Chinese elm, 
emigre Russian olive, 
in Kansas. 

Spanish eyes (Coronado's 
and Castaneda's) were 
disappointed then delighted, 
never devastated, 
four centuries ago 
in Kansas. 

Only Juan de Padilla, 
burning with angels 
to draw into the Mother 
even the Heathen Gaus, 
fell before the astonished 
arrows of the 
Kanza. 

Gregg said we Anglos, 
like the Spanish, 
should have kept 
the Indian names 
the better to know 
the place and avoid 
confusion with creatures 
of the Old World. 

But, you, Rafael Alberti, 
whining exile in 
Cordoba de America 
still call "Be with us, 
Mother. Come close." 

And I, cleaning gutters, 
look a half world South 
then long Northeast 
to Spain to find a line 
to fit my feeling in. 

*Spanish poet exiled in Argentina 

Roy E. Gridley 
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The Cltildren of Myron Lawret1cc. Anonymous, c. 1840. 



Prairie Pulchritude: 
Folk Art in Kansas 

David Park Curry 

By the time large numbers of settlers began to populate Kansas at mid-century, 
the heyday of American folk art had already passed. Folk art gave way to a 
demand for industrial rather than homemade products. For example, the 
daguerreotype, firmly established by the 1840s as a means of obtaining 
likenesses, obviated the need for itinerant portrait painters .. Yet some folk-art 
pieces accompanied their owners on the trek west, and utilitarian objects, 
notably quilts and furniture, were made in Kansas. Like good folk art anywhere, 
fine pieces found in Kansas exhibit the folk artist's characteristic emphasis on 
principles of design, intuitive problem solving and awareness of both strengths 
and limitations of the materials used. Folk art encompasses a wide range of 
objects, usually marked by usefulness as well as beauty: a portrait served to 
establish the sitter's position in society and to record his visage for the future; a 
needlework sampler was instructive as well as decorative. The following selection 
of objects indicates the range of folk art surviving in our state. 

I. PLATE: THE CHILDREN OF MYRON LAWRENCE, ca. 1840 
oil on canvas 
30 X 36 inches 
University of Kansas Museum of Art 
Gift of Edith M. Clarke, 50.38 

These are the three children of a noted jurist from Belchertown, 
Massachusetts. Sarah Lawrence, the young lady on the left, grew 
up to marry Charles Robinson in 1851. Robinson was the first 
governor of Kansas; this painting once hung in his home, 
"Oakridge." The unknown artist has reduced his sitters to 
pleasing flat shapes, decorated with linear patterns. He probably 
borrowed the circular format, or tondo, from a European print. 

57 



Sampler. Martha Mynott Docking, 1844. 



11. PLATE: 
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SAMPLER, 1844 
Silks: black, blue, ochre, olive, orange, pink, reds 
Stitches: cross-stitch on linen 
13 X 13~ inches 
University of Kansas Museum of Art 
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. James Docking Stranathan, 71.84 

Th is sampler was made in England in 1844 by Martha Mynatt. In 
187 6, twenty years after her marriage to Robert Docking, she 
and her family moved from London to the Plains of Kansas. Both 
her son George and grandson Robert eventually served as Kansas 
governors. The sampler typifies the kind of folk art imported by 
settlers. Martha Mynott's stylized flower band repeats an early 
English design from the last half of the seventeenth century. The 
rhyme "If life was a thing" reappeared in the 1960s in a popular 
folk song indicating the enduring vitality of folk rhymes. 
Samplers similar to this one were worked on both sides of the 
Atlantic. 

III. PLATE: AMERICAN EAGLE, late 19th c. 
zinc 
wingspread: 72 inches 
University of Kansas Museum of Art, 61.8 

This monumental eagle comes from a barn in Clay County. 
Although its original function is not certain, its size suggests that 
it was intended as an architectural ornament. Renditions of the 
eagle are myriad in American folk art-this noble bird was 
thought to embody the spirit of the new republic. 



American Eagle. Late 19th Century. 



Rooster Windmill Weight 
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IV. PLATE: ROOSTER WINDMILL WEIGHT, late 19th c. 
cast iron 
1 7 inches high 
University of Kansas Museum of Art, 60. 70 

This rooster once surveyed the plains from atop a western Kansas 
windmill, serving as a counterbalance to the windmill's propeller. 
The bird's strong silhouette, which would have made it visible 
against the open sky, is highly contemporary in its stylization. 
Although the techniques of the industrial revolution sharply 
curtailed folk-art production, this ~ast-iron piece indicates that 
the factory occasionally produced items of high aesthetic as well 
as utilitarian merit. 

v. PLATE: SEWING ROCKER, 19th c. 
hickory 
33 inches high 
Private collection 

This rocke~, entirely handmade, is as sturdy and serviceable as 
when new. Discovered in eastern Kansas, the chair could have 
been made there or imported from further east. The maker 
combined roughly hewn-stretchers and textural seating in a stark 
linear design, producing a piece of furniture with simple beauty. 



Sewing Rocker 



Chest, 19th Century 



VI. PLATE: CHEST, 19th c. 
pine 
30 X 2914 X 16¥.i inches 
Private collection 
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This chest, hinged to open only at the top, shows the careful 
recycling of materials on the frontier. The chest was made from a 
Van Houten chocolate crate; the Dutch company's brand mark is 
still visible on the inside back of the chest. Although once a 
humble shipping crate, the chest has been enriched with a 
molding at its base and a slightly shaped lid. It exhibits economy 
of form and line. The wood is singed on the right side, suggesting 
that it once stood near a fireplace. The chest was found in an 
antique shop located on Highway 56, which was once the Santa 
Fe Trail. 

Although increasingly sophisticated communication during the twentieth 
century has made it difficult to remain completely unaware of academic art, the 
folk artist has never disappeared entirely. One change in twentieth-century folk 
art has been a noticeable increase in works connected with religious or mystic 
sentiments. Portraiture has declined, largely replaced by photography. 
Landscape and genre scenes, however, are still painted in profusion while 
sculpture, both large and small scale, maintains its popularity. Following are a 
few pieces of Kansas folk art from this century. 



Old Swedish Woman 
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Anna Larkin (1854/55 - ?) 
OLD SWEDISH WOMAN, before 1928 
pine, 1 o~ inches high 
University of Kansas Museum of Art 
The William Bridges Thayer Memorial, 28.3201 

Ann a Larkin was born in Sweden and came to America as a child, 
settling in McPherson. She carved in wood from the age of eight 
and continued this practice in her new homeland. The strength of 
this carving belies its diminutive size. Typical of folk-art 
sculpture is the solid frontality of the figure combined with 
decorative incised patterning. The piece is further embellished 
with tiny brass tacks that are jacket buttons. Not surprisingly, 
the piece has stylistic similarities to Scandanavian folk carving. 
Larkin's Old Swedish Woman exemplifies the incorporation of 
various European folk-art traditions into American folk art as 
diverse ethnic groups settled in the United States. 

VIII. PLATE: Streeter Blair (1888-1966) 
K.U.'S FIRST MORNING, 1866; 1958 
oil on canvas 
32 X 28 inches 
University of Kansas Museum of Art, 58.130 

Streeter Blair was born in Cadmus and was a self-taught artist. 
After years in advertising, Blair began to paint as a hobby in 
1949. Many folk artists, from Edward Hicks to Grandma Moses, 
took up painting late in life. Blair continues a nineteenth-century 
folk-art tradition painting landscapes as specific portraits of 
place, depicting actual events. As is characteristic of the folk 
artist, Blair emphasizes strong flat patterning and gay decorative 
color. Scale and perspective are not particularly important; the 
folk artist paints what he thinks rather than what he sees. 



K. U. 's First Morning, 18 6 6 



St. Bernard 
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IX: PLATE: Anonymous 
ST. BERNARD 
painted wood 
c. 12 inches long 
Kansas Grassroots Art Association 

In this small figure, the artist presents an abstract symbol of a St. 
Bernard. The necessary elements are there-hrown fur with a 
white ruff, white muzzle, four legs, tail and of course the whisky 
keg. The dog is essentially two dimensional, it was probably 
carved from a length of flat board: The artist painted the dog 
with high-gloss enamel, more commonly applied to floors and 
woodwork than to pieces of sculpture. Where a clumsy attempt 
at verisimilitude would have failed, the artist is quite successful 
with this abstract image. 

x. PLATE: Earl Nellis (1890-1974) 
UNTITLED 
oil on cardboard 
13% X 15% inches 
Kansas Grassroots Art Association, 74.2 

Earl Nellis lived and worked in Caney. His paintings involve 
mixed media, such as collage cut from magazines, as well as 
straight oil paintings like this one. Folk artists tend to employ 
whatever materials come to hand- Nellis did so by framing this 
picture with pieces of painted door molding. The plant seems to 
grow towards the water rather than the light. Not only is Nellis 
seemingly free from botanical convention, but he has also made 
the shape ~f the plant echo the shape of the watering can. 
Almost totally devoid of space~ · the painting is composed of flat 
shapes. In his emphasis an principles of design, Nellis approaches 
the genius of modern masters like Matisse. 



Untitled. Earl Nellis. 



Crucifixion of Labor by the Professional Class. S. P. Dinsmoor. Photo courtesy 
of Walker Art Center-Eric Sutherland. 



Grassroots: 
Naives and Visionaries 
Janet Rose 

If a man who has not labeled himself an artist happens to produce a 
work of art, he is likely to cause a lot of confusion and inconvenience. 

Calvin Trillin, Naives and Visionaries 

Such is the case with four Kansans who, by working with cheap or discarded 
materials, an absence of art training and some curious notions about how one 
should go about decorating a home, have produced unconventional works of art. 

Many people have created something on impulse without knowing why, but 
these four men have sustained their impulsive visions year after year. For the 
most part, they have devoted themselves to the creative process and little else. 
The strange environments to which these men devoted their lives may be 
described as intuitive expressions aimed at reaching an unknown and private 
utopia. 

Much of this curious work has been labeled "folk art,'' but technically it 
doesn't fall into the category of true folk art. Martin Friedman explains this in 
his introduction to the catalog of the recent exhibition called "Naives and 
Visionaries,'' organized by the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis: "While it may 
be convenient to characterize these architectural manifestations as folk art, they 
are unique and isolated from each other: they cannot be regarded as examples of 
any widespread styles. Our conception traditionally has been limited to 
individual objects and architectural elements that recur with some variation 
throughout a given region." 

Friedman points out that folk art is considered to include useful items such 
as copper pots, quilts and weather vanes. In this sense it is "A collective 
expression of a culture's values, passed along to succeeding generations. Its basic 
forms are understood by the society, and, while these allow for some 
interpretation by individual craftsmen, its conventions are well established." In 
contrast, the strange creations produced by the visionary environmentalist artist 
are not folk art. Rather, they are individual, nonutilitarian and represent an 
overall scheme. 
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S.P. Dinsmoor 

Evidence of a visionary scheme is most prominent in the work of S.P. Dinsmoor, 
whose Garden of Eden in Lucas has been a tourist attraction for several years. 

The Garden of Eden surrounds another Dinsmoor creation called "The 
Cabin Home." The work is the ambitious manifestation of Dinsmoor's somewhat 
unorthodox political and religious beliefs. 

Although a Chamber of Commerce advertisement says Lucas is "The only 
place in the World where you can see the 'Garden of Eden' and buy Brants 
Bologna," the Garden of Eden has gained much more fame. Dinsmoor is one of 
nine artist-craftsmen whose work is represented in the "Naives and Visionaries" 
exhibition. His work is also pictured on the cover of the show catalog. 

Dinsmoor built the Cabin Home in 1907 from limestone, cement and 
various woods. He was sixty-four at the time and proceeded t.o spend the next 
twenty-two years enclosing it with his Garden of Eden. By 1927 he had used 
113 tons of cement to create the magnificent concrete Garden. 

According to an article written by Gregg Blasdel and Phillip Larson in 
Naives and Visionaries, his ideas represent a clash between a literal interpretation 
of the Bible and his own liberal social-political ideals. The story begins with Eve 
taking an apple from a stone-faced serpent while a horrified lamb looks on. It 
ends with a distressed cement man labeled "Labor" being crucified by four 
stern-faced figures called "Doctor," "Preacher," "Banker," and "Lawyer." 

Although Dinsmoor's style is obviously untrained, he has an undeniable 
knack for working with cement. Creator of the first cement flag and the owner 
of Lucas's first electric light bulbs and homemade .generator, Dinsmoor was also 
something of an inventor. Many of the works of art in his Garden of Eden 
demonstrate this quality. A large cement eye that he said represents God's 
watchful eye has an electric light bulb as its pupil. It is a fusion of fantasy and 
applied inventive genius. 

Dinsmoor was born in 1843, fought in the Civil War, taught school for five 
years in rural Illinois and married-on horseback- his first wife in 1891. He then 
moved to Lucas to start a farm and in 1905 bought the half-acre on the outskirts 
of town that is now the Garden of Eden. The work contains twenty-nine cement 
trees, the Cabin Home, the figurative story and a forty-foot-high mausoleum in 
which he is buried. 

The reactions of the citizens of Lucas to Dinsmoor's art were first to regard 
it as a blatant curiosity. At one time the house was used for apartments. 
However, the entire work was purchased in 1967 by Mr. and Mrs. Wayne Naegele 
and has been carefully preserved since then. By 1972 more than 10,000 visitors 
had viewed Dinsmoor's work. 

John Hollenback 

In contrast to Dinsmoor's metaphysioo.l approach to art, John Hollenback's 



"Eve," from T1ie Garden of Eden. S. P. Dinsmoor. Photo courtesy of Kansas 
Grassroots Art Assoc. 



"Angel," from The Garden of Eden. S. P. Dinsmoor. Photo courtesy of Kansas 
Grassroots Art Assoc. 

Untitled. John Hollenback. Photo collrtesy of Kansas Grassroots Art Assoc. 
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windmills in Cottonwood Falls explore the mechanical possibilities of the 
common windmill. How, for example, could one make a hot water heater spin 
freely in the wind? 

Many of Hollenback's creations never transcend the implicit mechanical 
message. But others seem to be wildly symbolic,with mechanics used only as an 
excuse for the art's existence. 

Hollenback, a mechanic, began making the windmills in 1968. Many of his 
creations use various automobile parts along with other mechanical pieces 
salvaged from the city dump, such as washing machine agitators. Discarded parts 
are strewn throughout the lawn, which is the setting for over thirty unique 
windmills. 

The mechanical workings are disguised by the additions of other found 
objects. A plastic doll that wears a Cossack hat and holds a telephone receiver is 
mounted on the top of one windmill. Hollenback has no explanation for these 
juxtapositions. 

Hollenback started making the windmills out of curiosity. He tells the story 
himself. "You want the truth? I was a drunkard, I drank three fifths of whiskey 
a day and chased it with a pint for breakfast. A neighbor gave me a twirler and 
I'd sit out there and look at it. I started to wonder if the wind could make that 
go around, what else could it do." 

When he started toying with the windmill idea, he also gave up drinking and 
now boasts that he hasn't had a drink since. "I quit on my own," he said. 

Hollenback's work has had a direct influence on his neighbor, a jovial lady 
who lives across the street. The windmills that now decorate her yard are 
blatantly derivative of his style. She was so impressed by his that she asked him 
to help her make some just like them. 

Hollenback has recently given up making windmills. This he attributes to 
his spending more time with his son and grandsons and to his failing eyesight. 

Dave Woods 

For Dave Woods of Humbolt, neighbors' reactions weren't quite as positive. In 
fact, most of the townspeople regarded his work as nothing more than an 
eyesore for many years. 

Woods, who died in 1975 at the age of 89, lived in Humbolt most of his 
life. He started producing art around 1955 when he retired as a laborer for the 
local brick factory. Like Dinsmoor and Hollenback, he worked within the 
framework of his yard to create his own unique environment. One of Wood's 
techniques was to string many items together, paint them bright colors and hang 
them in elaborate designs. He frequently changed the scheme by rearranging and 
adding new works to the melange. 

Woods's materials are what other people consider trash. Among the things 
he used are old venetian blinds, burnt-out light bulbs, pieces of garden hose, 
discarded tires, spools, cans and other items close at hand. 



Dave Woods. Photo courtesy of Kansas Grassroots Art Assoc. 



Untitled. Dave Woods. Photo courtesy of Kansas Grassroots Art Assoc. 



Untitled. Dave Woods. Photo courtesy of Kansas Grassroots Art Assoc. 



The Hans Jorgensen House. Photo courtesy of Kansas Grassroots Art Assoc. 
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In Woods's designs, however, the objects no longer retain their original 
identity. They are transformed by his strong intuitive artistic sensibility to give 
the viewer an immediate visual impact. 

Most people, like his daughter Mrs. Dale D. Hobart, preferred not to use 
artistic terms to discuss this type of environmental art. She often referred to his 
art as "my Dad's articles of junk." Perhaps if Woods had declared himself an 
artist, he could have cleared up the controver.sy. But he declined to. "I ·take 
something old and make something new," he said, "No, not something new, 
something different." 

Woods's artistry is now becoming an established fact. He was featured in 
Art In America and in a book called Artists In Spite Of Art written by Ronald 
G. Carraher. 

In the fall of 1975, his work was exhibited in the University of Kansas 
Sculpture Garden in a cooperative show with the Kansas Grassroots Art 
Association. Reactions to the showing varied from a simple "fascinating" to a 
Humbolt resident who wrote, "I was a neighbor of Mr. Woods's and am sorry 
that I did not recognize his artistic ability." 

Hans Jorgensen 

Just as colorful as Woods's work are the collections of Hans J orgcnsen of 
Lincoln, Kansas. Jorgensen's garish display of license-plates, farm implements 
and cow skulls may be considered pure decoration; yet his methods of 
juxtaposing articles of different colors and construction reveal a true feeling for 
design. 

He started collecting, as he calls it, in 1961 when his wife died. Before that 
he had been a farmer and an oil-field worker in El Dorado. In an article about 
him in the Topeka Sunday Magazine in 1975, he is reported as describing himself 
as "an atheist, a widower and a father of seven." The caption on a postcard of 
him pictured by a gate of his own creation reads, "From a left-handed plow to 
buffalo skulls." Jorgensen, a healthy 86, still finds time to wrestle the longhorn 
cattle that are kept in a nearby pen. He says that he started his collection for 
lack of anything better to do. He also says that if he would have known how 
many people would come and visit him he would have started a long time ago. 

Jorgensen; Dinsmoor, Woods and Hollenback all may be considered 
environmental artists. They express their artistic visions in primitive and 
unconventional ways. Acting independently, they have created a body of work 
that is unique in Kansas culture. 



Quilts 
Lea Rosson 

Quilts have always been a part of American life-an· important part of life in 
Kansas. From early times when they were made of home-spun and home-dyed 
scraps to the present day of synthetic blends, quilts have been found in almost 
every home. As our nation expanded and settlers moved westward, quilts and 
the art of quilt making moved with them. Because the trip _west was long and 
hazardous, only the essentials were taken along; furniture, many tools and most 
personal belongings were discarded as pioneers scaled down their traveling 
earaphernalia to the minimum. But quilts were not left behind. They were 
loaded up with the rest of the essentials and transported to new homes in the 
West-to the prairie and the High Plains. Wherever American women made their 
homes, the skill of quilt making helped to make those homes more comfortable 
and attractive. 

Quilts afforded protection against exposure on the trip, then provided 
warmth in the harsh climate of Kansas. But more importantly for us today, they 
were the vehicles of both a craft and a design tradition. The technique of making 
quilts was passed from mother to daughter for generations without a break. 

What is a quilt? The basic components-a top, a back and a filling-haven't 
changed over the centuries. The top is, of course, the most interesting part, for it 
carries the design, composed of colored scraps of fabric in a pieced or appliqued · 
pattern. Of equal importance structurally is the backing, usually a plainer, 
coarser fabric. This fabric is generally of one color. The filling between these two 
layers is what makes a quilt distinctively a quilt. Today we use cotton or 
synthetic batting, but in the past, almost anything was called into service: old 
sheets and blankets, cotton or wool stuffing, newspaper, even bark. It was this 
filling which made quilts such a necessity on cold winter nights. Other quilts 
made for the hot summer months would have little or no filling and often 
carried a lighter-colored, perhaps floral pattern. 

After all three components are assembled, the quilting process begins. 
Quilting is the sewing together of these three parts, according to a definite 
design. Designs may be extremely regular such as the hanging diamond or the 
clam shell, or they may be completely free-form, sometimes following the quilt 
pattern itself. The quilt maker tries to harmonize the quilting design and the 
quilt pattern so that they complement but do not overwhelm or contrast 
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Log Cabin. Anonymous. Patchwork quilt (cotton and calico), 87-1/2" x 73". 
The University of Kansas Museum of Art. 
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unpleasantly with each other. The back of the quilt, which contains no color or 
pattern, provides the best view of the quilting design. 

There are three main techniques in quilt making (or more specifically in the 
construction of a quilt top), all of which produce distinct designs. The 
best-known technique is piecing, or patchwork, in which small scraps of cloth, 
usually cut into geometric shapes, are sewn to each other to form a pattern. 
Pieced patterns are usually abstract in design and reflect the regularized, 
geometric shapes of their origin. To modern eyes attuned to abstract and 
minimal art, many patchwork quilts are masterpieces of pattern and color. This 
view has helped to elevate the status of quilts from simple home crafts to highly 
regarded art objects. Comparison of many patchwork quilts with paintings by 
artists of the 19 50s and '60s shows that similar sensibilities were at work: a 
sensitivity to color as color, shape as shape and design for its own inherent 
properties. The fact that most patchwork-quilt patterns are not figurative and 
make no reference to any object in nature indicates that quilt makers have been 
as interested in the pure elements of art as are many modern artists. 

Another quilt category is that of applique. Pieces of cl<;>th are sewn onto a 
large base fabric, rather than to each other as in patchwork. Applique encourages 
a much more organic or free-form design than does the geometric piecing 
technique. A quilter may cut fabrics into any shape and can combine them in 
any way. Individual creativity is given a much freer rein than in patchwork, and 
the quilts produced are frequently quite fanciful and imaginative. They are 
always unique. Most applique patterns are floral or are based on nature in some 
way. Because the technique allows the curved line, organic designs that interpret 
natural forms are its strength. Applique quilt making was most popular in the 
mid-nineteenth century, but many of these old applique patterns enjoyed a 
strong revival during the Depression of the 1930s, when they shared in a general 
reawakening of interest in the crafts of America's past. Perhaps one reason for 
this revival was the practicality of quilts: beautiful but utilitarian objects could 
be made from scraps of old clothing and curtains. 

The third category - stuffed quilts-is very much tied to the past and is 
seldom seen today, perhaps because it requires a tedious and time-consuming 
technique. Stuffed quilts are usually white and have no color pattern; they 
depend for their effect on the quilting design itself. After the design is stitched 
into the three layers of fabric, small areas are filled out by stuffing tufts of 
cotton through minute holes made between the threads of the backing fabric. 
This type of quilt relies on virtuoso needlework, an elaborate quilting design and 
enormous patience on the part of the quilter. 

Part of the "poetry" of patchwork and applique quilt patterns is in their 
names. Sometimes a name is traditional, dating back to colonial times (such as 
Rose of Sharon or Rob Peter to Pay Paul), or sometimes it is unique, given by 
the quilter and reflecting her own life (My Mother's Star or Mrs. Hall's Basket). 
Two different names occasionally seem to apply to the same pattern, usually 
because the pattern has been repeated in different states or regions. As settlers 
moved west, their quilts and quilt patterns migrated with them, with the result 
that pattern names often indicate the environment in which the quilt was 



Sunburst. Julia A. Chalmers. Patchwork quilt (cotton and calico), 93-1/2" x 
93-1/2". The University of Kansas Museum of Art. 



Sunflower. Mrs. Malcom. Applique quilt (cotton and calico), 80-1/2" x 75-1/2". 
The University of Kansas Museum of Art. 
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Rose Kretsinger 

produced. For instance, the North Carolina Lily pattern was called Mountain 
Lily in Tennessee and Kentucky, Wood Lily in New England, Mariposa Lily in 
California and in the Mid-West Prairie Lily or Noon-Day Lily. The pattern 
known as Duck's-Foot-in-Mud was the Hand of Friendship in Philadelphia and 
Bear's Paw in Ohio. The Prairie Flower of Kansas and the Plains states was also 
called Missouri Rose. The Bible was a source for many quilt names, such as 
Crown of Thorns or] ob 's Troubles, while politics provided inspiration for names 
like Fifty-four Forty or Fight and Lincoln's Platform. In the nineteenth century 
a certain pattern could be called Democrat Rose or Whig Rose, depending on its 
maker's political persuasion. A quilter today may make a patchwork Democratic 
Donkey or a Republican Elephant. Pattern names often changed to reflect 
national concerns of the time. A pattern known in 1800 as ] ob 's Tears became 
Slave Chain by 1825, as the country began to split over the slavery question. Jn 
the 1840s events in the Lone Star state provided the name Texas Tears, and after 
the Civil War, Rocky Road to Kansas or Kansas Troubles was the pattern's new 
name. Today we call it Endless Chain. 

The state of Kansas has been memorialized over and over in quilt names, 
both in patterns named after the state and in those reflecting the nature of life 
here. Kansas Dugout must have reminded quilters of the sod houses that were 
the homes of many early settlers. The state flower has been honored in quilt 
names such as Kansas Sunflower. Two other Kansas flowers that have turned up 
on quilts are the hollyhock in Hollyhock Wreath and the calendula in a quilt of 
the same .name by Rose Kretsinger. The land itself is commemorated in Prairie 



Calendula. Rose Kretsinger. Appliqu~ quilt (cotton and calico), 89 11 x 89-1/2". 
The University of Kansas Museum of Art. 
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Queen and Prairie Star, also called Harvest Sun. Fence Row and Weather Vane 
are other patterns that call to mind life in Kansas and the Plains. Kansas towns 
have been singled out in patterns of Leavenworth Star and Topeka Rose. 

Kansas holds a special place in the history of quilts, partly because of two 
highly renowned quilters, Carrie Hall of Leavenworth and Rose Kretsinger of 
Emporia. Hall and Kretsinger were also the authors of a book that is a milestone 
in the history of quilt scholarship, The Romance of the Patchwork Quilt in 
America, first published in 1935. Besides her quilts, Carrie Hall produced over 
one thousand quilt blocks that illustrate virtually every pattern. This body of 
work is almost a complete encyclopedia of quilting. Rose Kretsinger's work is in 
many ways the height of the quilt maker's art. Trained at the Art Institute of 
Chicago, she brought an artist's touch to quilting and produced some of the 
richest, most beautiful designs ever carried out in fabric. She was familiar with 
the old patterns and often adapted them in a way that marked them as 
particularly her own, but she was also an important innovator who created 
entirely new patterns and designs in applique. 

Because quilts still used daily in our homes, as well as many of those 
currently being made, will someday take their places in museum collections, it is 
the task of quilt lovers to insure that information about those quilts and their 
makers will not be lost. A simple way to preserve this knowledge is to sew to the 
back of the quilt a label detailing the pattern name, when and where the quilt 
was made, and most importantly, the name of the quilter. Such preservation 
recognizes that much of the heritage of Kansas and the Plains has been captured 
and dramatized through the sensibilities and skills of the quilt maker. 

"Charles Taylor Barn," quilt block by Chris Edmonds. From the Douglas County 
Bicentennial Quilt. 



Douglas County Bicentennial Quilt. Photo by A. C. Townsend. 1st row: 
"Sunflower," Jean Mitchell (at each corner). "Pioneer Cemetery," Nola Pickett. 
"Eudora Flats," Betty Hagarman. "Steele House," Nola Pickett. 
2nd row: "Haskell IndianJun.iorCollege,"PhyllisShaffer. "Watkins Community 
Museum," Louise Townsend. "South Park Bandstand," Linda Campbell. "Old 
Castle Museum," Enola Gish. "1st Unitarian Church," Thelma Helyar. 
3rd row: "Constitution Hall," Ruth Harwood. "Douglas County," Chris 
Edmonds. "Eldridge House," Phyllis Lawton. 
4th row: "Westward Trails," Thelma Helyar. "Thacher House," Pat Howard 
Drewry. "Douglas Co. Courthouse," Marilyn Conrad. "Coal Creek Library," 
Jean Mitchell. "Bowersock Dam," Sue Midyett. 
5th row: "The Old Windmill," Ann Reed. "Old Fraser Hall," Ida Smith. "Signal 
Oak and Quantrill's Raid," Barbara Brackman. 



Hide Painting. Plains India ns. 
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Kansas Painters: Past and Present 

Mike Williamson 

The starting place for this discussion of Kansas art is with the earliest people 
who lived here. The culture of the nomadic tribes of this region reveals in many 
ways that the art impulse can be found in all peoples, primitive and advanced. 

Hide or Skin Painting is an example of their art. Painted on a whole buffalo 
hide that has been tanned to extreme softness, its top and bottom figures 
indicate the hunters pursuing buffalo, and the center, an encampment or buffalo 
dance. The rhythmic movement of figures flows across the top and bottom of 
the work, manifesting a sophisticated sense of design and order. Because of the 
artist's control of the design, the hunt is well portrayed and easily understood. 

Indian art was largely swept away by the invasion of the white man and 
unfortunately had little influence on subsequent developments. While it can be 
understood why the first white artists who came to the region were not 
influenced by Indian art, it does seem strange that artists of a later period, 
particularly during the search for a unique American aesthetic, did not turn to 
this source for inspiration. 

The first white artists of this region have often been referred to as 
"artist-explorers." This colorful and varied group held a common, practical 
purpose - to portray or illustrate a country known to few white men. 

Tales abounded concerning the Great Plains and the mountains beyond, but 
word descriptions alone could not communicate their size, character and beauty. 
The artist-explorers' task was to portray these wonders to people in the East and 
in Europe. It was no simple undertaking. 

An early artist-explorer was George Catlin (1796-1872). He was born in the 
East, was largely self-taught and became a painter of miniatures in Philadelphia. 
In 1832, he came west and appears to have been the first to paint the Plains 
Indians in their native habitat. Most of the previous paintings were portraits 
done in Washington of visiting Indian dignitaries. 

While in the West Catlin worked on several portraits, but more interesting 
from an aesthetic standpoint is Buffalo Hunt. This small but handsome work 
exhibits a strong romantic quality, typical of the artist-explorers. Romanticism 
was coming into vogue in Europe during this period and was reflected in this 
country as well. Buffalo Hunt is rich in color, well composed and avoids some of 
the theatrical aspects noted in other Catlin works. Buffalo Hunt is an appealing 
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BuffalO Hunt. George Catlin. 



A Surround. Alfred Jacob Miller. 



Kansas Indians-Signs of Buffalo. Alfred Jacob Miller. 
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painting; it could be interpreted as a Western "St. George" looking for the 
dragon. 

Alfred Jacob Miller (1810-74) was another artist who came west in this 
early period. His art training was obtained in the East and in Europe. In New 
Orleans he met Sir William Stewart, an English sportsman, and in 1840 
accompanied him on a trip into this country with fur traders and mountain men. 
Miller's task was to make sketches that were later developed into murals for 
Stewart's ancestral castle. 

Miller's painting A Surround is authentic, that is, executed during the trip 
from firsthand experience. The composition is effective, the color is excellent 
and a strong sense of action is communicated. 

Another of Miller's works is the drawing Kansas Indians-Signs of Buffalo, a 
spontaneous work revealing fine draftsmanship. The drawing also shows that 
Miller's methods and techniques are Eastern and European. He is doing a job of 
reporting, although in an artistic manner. 

Inadvertently, the U.S. Army contributed to the historical art of this region 
by including drawing instruction in officers' training. This produced a number of 
drawings and paintings illustrating and describing the.West. Most of these did not 
enjoy great artistic success, but they were authentic. 

Such is Sa-tan-ti Addressing the Peace Commissioners at Council 
Grove-1867 by Herman Stieffel (1826-82 [?]).Born in Germany, Stieffel was 
listed in Army records as a printer. In this work, as in others by these artists who 
had had little formal art training, there is an unsophisticated feeling for drawing 
and design. 

Frederick Remington (1861-1901) developed to a greater degree the 
story-telling aspect of art depicting this region. Born in upstate New York, he 
studied art at Yale. When he later moved to Kansas, he worked as a prospector 
and cowboy. Ranch life did not have the appeal Remington expected, and he 
returned to the life of an artist. Kansas City and then New York City seemed 
better places to earn a living. In New York, he became an outstanding illustrator 
of Western motifs and stories. To retain his understanding of the Plains and its 
people, he returned many times for visits. 

The Cheyenne Scout is an excellent example of Remington's work. It is a 
spirited piece that succeeds in bringing us a clear picture of these unusual and 
important members of the U.S. Army. In the strict sense of the word, however, 
it is more of an illustration than a painting. The background and foreground are 
not, for instance, integral areas of the design, with the result that the figure and 
the horse stand out sharply with little relationship to anything else. Remington 
was a capable and enthusiastic illustrator of life in the Plains region at an early 
date. Much of his work does not pretend to be anything else. 

In contrast to work by Remington and the other illustrators of the West, 
The Hunter, by Edwin W. Denning (1860-1942), is a delightful small watercolor 
of Indian life. The Hunter is not an idealized illustration of Indian life; it is an 
interpretation of the native American. Details are not extensively developed, and 
much has been left for creative viewing. Although authentic (the artist lived with 
Indians in order to understand them more fully), the mood, design and 



Sa-tan-ti Addressing the Peace Commissioners at Council Grove-1867. Herman Stieffel. 



The Cheyenne Scout. Frederick Remington. 



The Hunter. Edwin W. Denning. 
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relationship of the painting's shapes and colors are evident. It goes beyond mere 
illustrational or story-telling qualities. 

The art of Kansas itself is difficult to pull into focus toward the end of the 
nineteenth century. A painter here, a painter there, artists came to Kansas for 
various reasons, and brought their skills, learned elsewhere, along. 

Such an artist is Henry Worrell (1825-1902), whose watercolor depicting 
the Ward-Meade Home in Topeka done about 1871. Born in Liverpool, England, 
the artist came to America when he was ten years old. He lived in Buffalo, New 
York, and later became professor of music at the Conservatory in Cincinnati. 
Worrell came to Topeka in 1868, where he was known as a sort of 
"celebrity-of-many-talents." He retained his interest and ability in music but 
gained a wider reputation as a painter. There are many portraits by this 
Englishman in Topeka homes. 

The painting of the Ward-Meade home has little feeling for the Plains 
region. It is charming, well done, evidently accurate, but although the house 
existed on the banks of the Kaw River east of downtown Topeka, it is painted in 
the manner of an English watercolor. 

The school of art that started in Topeka around the tum of the century 
should also be mentioned in this brief survey. It appears to be the forerunner of 
what is now the Mulvane Art Center at Washburn University. This "school," or 
movement, exerted considerable influence in Kansas, and its guiding spirit was 
George M. Stone (1859-1931). 

Stone studied in Europe, particularly Germany, but developed here into an 
artist who had a wide following throughout the state. The Story Teller shows 
Stone's highly professional skill. Work of this type was popular around the turn 
of the century. Again, his work reflects European art traditions, and almost no 
"Kansas" influence. There are several Stone paintings in Topeka, including some 
owned by the Topeka Art Guild. 

It is important but difficult to determine where the transition begins 
between the artists whose work saw, but did not really feel, Kansas, and those 
who were conscious of the nature of, and of Nature in, the Plains region. 

Oddly enough, a figure who does help determine this transition is a painter 
of the sea. John Noble (1874-1934) was born near Wichita and spent his early 
years as a cowboy. His becoming a painter of the ocean perhaps makes more 
sense when one considers the American tradition of comparing the prairie with 
the sea. The rolling land in western Kansas can still create similar responses to 
those aroused by waves. The prairie is also an ever-present Nature to its 
inhabitants, like the sea to sailors, and life becomes strongly marked by it. 

Toilers of the Sea is in the collection of the Wichita Art Association. It is 
one of Noble's finest works and displays his ability and sensitivity in painting 
this type of motif. 

An artist who shows a definite Kansas environment in his art is Birger 
Sandzen (1871 -19 54 ). Sandzen was born in Sweden and received his art training 
there and in Paris. In 1894, he came to Bethany College, Lindsborg. He remained 
there until his death. 



The Ward-Meade Home, Topeka. Henry Worrell. 



The Story Teller. George M. Stone. 



Toilers of the Sea. John Noble. 
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Sandzen was one of the first artists to see, feel and paint the beauty that is 
in Kansas. He became an outstanding interpreter of this beauty and of the 
Colorado Rockies. His painting techniques evolved so that he was able to present 
with mastery the spaces of the rolling plains, the thrust of the mountains and 
rocks, the clear transparency and reflective qualities of water. His technique is 
marked by bold, sweeping strokes, rich vibrant color and strong rhythmic 
patterns. He was an innovator from around 1915 to 1930. One of Sandzen's 
many paintings done in Colorado is Still Water. It reflects his control of bold 
strokes to create a sense of tranquility. 

There will always be those who feel that Birger Sandzen's greatest works 
deal with the Smoky River Valley around Lindsborg in the Saline and Ellsworth 
County areas. Pioneer Farm exemplifies this motif and shows the artist's ability 
to interpret it in a painterly manner, without sham and theatrical addition. 
Sandzen's work did much to awaken art interest in the state, and his influence 
went well beyond our borders. 

The Kansas artist who has probably received greater popular acclaim than 
any other is John Steuart Curry (1897-1946 ). He was born in Winchester, north 
of Topeka, and although he studied art at a number of schools, his approach to 
painting is his own. His greatest popularity was achieved during the Depression 
when nationalism in politics and economics was in great favor and provoked 
similar feelings for art. This was the atmosphere for the popularity of the 
Regionalists, of whom the best known are Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri, 
Grant Wood of Iowa and Curry. 

Many Kansans are familiar with Curry's murals in the state house in 
Topeka. The figure of John Brown is from that work, and Curry incorporates 
the anti-slavery leader's fanaticism into a significant symbol. 

Curry is best known for paintings of his native Kansas. Sun Dogs, in Kansas 
State University's collection, is the first Curry work purchased by public 
subscription for a Kansas institution. It is a motif from around Medicine Lodge 
and reveals a strong feeling for that pasture country. This work avoids the 
illustrational overtones that mar some of Curry's other work. Another Curry in 
the Kansas State University collection is Horses in Pasture. This small watercolor 
is further evidence of Curry's sensitivity to Kansas and his regard for the 
subtleties of Nature. 

Curry gained his first recognition in New York with paintings such as 
Tornado, Baptism in Kansas and other anecdotal work. Many Kansans believed 
that Curry was making fun of his home state. This, in retrospect, seems an unfair 
judgment- he painted what he knew and remembered fondly. 

A Curry lithograph Hounds and Coyotes, although showing the 
illustrational quality already mentioned, has a strong sense of design that is 
artistically interesting. Note the careful placement of the dogs for compositional 
purposes. 

Thomas Craven, a Salina-born newspaperman and critic, says in his book 
Modern Art that Curry was the first Kansan to paint the Kansas motif. 
Excluding Sandzen as a nonnative, Craven is probably correct. 



Still Water. Birger Sandzen. 



Pioneer Farm. Birger Sandzen. 



From the Kansas State Capitol building mµrals, by John Steuart Curry. 



Sun Dogs. John Steuart Curry. 



Horses in Pasture. John Steuart Curry. 



Hounds and Coyotes. John Steuart Curry. 



Dark Clustered Trees. Henry Varnum Poor. 
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Another of our famous Kansas artists is Henry Varnum Poor. Coming from 
Chapman, Poor studied at Stanford University and in Paris. Although he has 
lived in New York for a number of years, his painting is still indicative of his 
Kansas heritage. Dark Clustered Trees reveals his concern for shape relationships 
within a painting as well as his desire to express in a very personal way a sample 
grouping of trees. 

The following approach to Kansas artists of the last fifty years has been 
organized by isolating a group of towns that are important Kansas art 
centers and then selecting from these communities work by influential 
or representative artists. It can safely be said that a great many of our 
painters are associated with the state's colleges and universities. This 
makes sense, since these institutions allow artists to teach in their chosen 
fields, with the freedom to spend the time needed for artistic 
development. There are, of course, numbers of well-known Kansas artists 
whose work is not included in this brief selection. --M. W. 



Gus. Marga,ret Sandzen Greenough, Lindsborg. 



The Bridge. John Bashor, Lindsborg. 



El Torra. Lester Raymer, Lindsborg. 



Winter Pastoral. Robert Sudlow, Lawrence. 



Bridges. James Penney, Lawrence. 



Ambrose and Augustine. John Talleur, Lawrence. 



The Cathedral. R. James Hunt, Topeka. 



Crimson Lake. Joel Moss, Hays. 



Bright Valley. Charles B. Rogers, Ellsworth. 



Overcast Sky. Norman Eppink, Emporia. 



La Cathedrale. David Bernard, Wichita. 



Elevators. William Dickerson, Wichita. 



The Cowskin in Winter. William Dickerson, Wichita. 



Elevators. William Dickerson, Wichita. 



Little Girl in Red Dress. Betty Dickerson, Wichita. 



Late Afternoon on the Arkansas. Betty Dickerson, Wichita. 



Mysterious Mountain. Robert Kiskaddon, Wichita. 



Wilroads Elevator. Ted Carlson, Dodge City. 



Massacre Island. John F. Helm, Jr., Manhattan. 



Kansas. Oscar Larmer, Manhattan. 



Family Portrait. Elmer Tomasch, Manhattan. 



Documentary Phot03raphy: 
Style or Tradition? 
James Enyeart 

It is my aim to identify and examine a particular photographic aesthetic with a 
tradition nearly as old as photography itself. Equally important is the fact that 
this particular aesthetic, documentary photography, is today the predominate 
means of expression for creative photographers in Kansas and the nation alike. 

Within a year following the announcement in France (1839) of the first 
photographic process, by Louis Jacque Mande Daguerre, photographers were 
recording the land, the people and the architecture of the Western world. 
Twenty years later lush photographic albums that revealed the mysteries of 
Egypt and the exotic East could be found in the parlors of Victorian England. In 
fact, during the last half of the nineteenth century, photographers played a 
major role in introducing the Western world to a sense of international 
awareness. Many of these photographs were little more than journalistic records. 
However, current investigations in photographic history continue to reveal that 
many photographers aspired to something more. 

Within each decade since 1839, numerous photographers have attempted to 
imbue their work with an expression of their love for and insights into a 
particular subject. Eugene Atget photographed "his" Paris; William Henry 
Jackson and T.H. O'Sullivan captured the grandeur of the virgin American West; 
and August Sander defined the face of the Weimar Republic. For others, the 
documentary approach was an art form that could be used as a catalyst for social 
change. John Thomson revealed the plight of the London poor; Lewis Hine 
attacked child-labor laws and working conditions in America; and Jacob Riis 
forced the affluent to view How the Other Half Lives. 

By the mid-1930s, nearly a century after the first documentary image was 
created, another important dimension was added to the tradition. The United 
States government, through the Farm Security Administration, created one of 
the largest subsidized documentary programs in the history of photography. For 
almost a decade numerous photographers were hired on an individual basis by 
the historical section of the Resettlement Administration (later the FSA) to 
photograph the effects of the Depression for the rural poor, migrant labor and 
the general state of the Union. 

Each photographer was free to photograph according to his or her talents; 
however, because of the guidelines and interests of Roy Stryker, the director of 
the project, a "style" supposedly emerged from the photographer's efforts. 
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These images, which are now often considered the standard for a documentary 
style, do not, in fact, represent a style at all. Rather, · they represent a format 
that the photographers tailored to their individual styles as a compromise 
between the desires of the Resettlement Administration and their own. The 
most outstanding example of an exceptional style that fits within this format is 
the work of Walker Evans. Since Evans was of a more independent nature than 
many of his fellow FSA photographers, his "style" remained the most consistent 
before, during and after the project. 

As an exception, Walker Evans demonstrates that in spite of an incredibly 
long tradition, the documentary photograph defies precise definition and cannot 
be relegated to a common style. Walker Evans, Lewis Hine, the Kansan 
W. Eugene Smith and Dorothea Lange all belong to that tradition, yet their 
motives are so far apart and their ima.ges so different that their photographs 
cannot be successfully hung in the same room. 

The question then arises: if there is no single identifiable style in 
documentary photography, what then constitutes its tradition? The answer may 
be found under the larger umbrella of aesthetic motives rather than visual 
similarities. For example, in nearly all documentary photographs one is aware of 
the feelings, thoughts and attitudes of the photographer. As a result of carefully 
selecting a particular aspect of a subject and repeating that aspect in various 
situations, the photographer's reactions to the subject become apparent. 
Additionally, there always seems . to be present a self-conscious objectivity, 
which allows the subject to be itself, free from dramatization or manipulation. 
And finally, there is an apparent disregard for formal pictorial arrangement, 
which, inspired by the nineteenth century, continues to dominate so much of 
photography today. Expressed in other words, one usually finds in a 
documentary photograph empathy, honesty and straightforward contact with 
the subject. 

With the hope of clarifying the essential difference between style and 
tradition, I will briefly discuss two documentary styles. Each photographer, 
whether documentary or not, who aspires to self-expression may adhere to a 
tradition and yet make, as these photographers have, a unique contribution. 
After all, to emulate another's style is but to make a pale reflection of that 
person's expression. 

W. Eugene Smith was born and raised in Wichita. His work is superbly 
representative of the documentary approach as a means of contemporary 
creative expression. His photographs are instruments of social change yet are 
composed and resolved with all the aesthetic considerations found in other 
works of art. As a documentary photojournalist, Smith has not been limited to a 
narrow range of subjects, and his work is not recognizable by virtue of the 
subject alone. He has photographed around the world and has touched almost 
every aspect of human condition and emotion with his camera. His photographs 
have an unmistakable style. I know of no other photographer whose work could 
be confused with that of Smith. In the traditional range of aesthetic clements 
that guide artists are color, key, tone and texture. Applied to Smith's works, 
these elements begin to describe his style. 
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Smith's photographs do not seek the traditional practice of achieving the 
widest possible tonal range. For him, black and white are colors and his 
photographs are consistently rendered in a sea of blacks. The subject is not 
defined in appropriate values that relate to nature but rather in an extremely 
low-key tonal range in which subdued values of black descr.ibe and evoke the 
mood and emotion that Smith feels as he becomes one with his subject. 
Highlights and whites are sparingly used to control and concentrate the viewer's 
attention on the subject. Smith's compositions are not defined by form but by 
his control of light and dark shapes. The symmetrical or asymmetrical use of 
these shapes depends on Smith's feelings for what the subject demands in terms 
of space. But these are the cold analytical facts of Smith's style. In . a more 
immediate sense his photographs relate to the autonomy of a Goya or 
Rembrandt. Flowing textural volumes of black surround and form not just the 
subject, but the emotions, mood and psychic disposition of both Smith and the 
subject. In all of his images one senses a veiled secret, swelling just beneath the 
surface, that must eventually be an explosion of the truth. 

Today's critics seem less concerned with the photographer's motives than 
with assigning their images to a specific style. In doing so, they often confuse 
style with tradition. The documentary tradition is made up of as many styles as 
there arc photographers who aspire to its ends. Just as there were innumerable 
painters in the Cubist and Impressionist movements, each with his own style, so 
it is with photography. 

Often a documentary style will rely on the photographer's choice and 
in~dcpth study of a subject, as in the work of Jacob Riis and, to a lesser extent, 
Lewis Hine and Diane Arbus. Such choices are subjective decisions that allow the 
photographer to use the subject as a reflection of his own innermost passions. 
The "use" of a particular subject is, of course, a valid expression only when the 
passions of the photographer and those of the subject coincide. When the 
photographer's motive is in direct contrast to the best interests of the subject, 
the work may become something other than documentary. The key to 
understanding what has been created visually by a documentary photographer is 
dependent on the viewer's willingness to distinguish between styles. 

Walker Evans's approach to · the subject is so objective that any inherent 
sociological characteristics exist apart from his image of it: architecture, human 
situations or other subjects are all treated in flat, frontal geometric 
compositions. An awareness of a relationship of his work to that of Mondrian 
and, more contemporarily, to the minimalists is unavoidable. Each im.age is 
divided into a series of flat geometric planes that overlap and intersect and are 
further defined texturally by an incredibly wide range of tonal values. These 
planes are inherent compositional structures within the subject itself. Evans's flat 
frontal approach isolates this aspect so as to reveal the subject's essence as never 
before perceived: many times in his work what has escaped our attention as 
uninteresting suddenly becomes a unique part of the world we live in. 

The photographs on the following pages are from the collection of the 
Museum of Art of the University of Kansas. All belong to the documentary 
tradition and reveal varied motives and styles potential to that tradition. 



Hopi Maiden with Squashblossom Hairdress. Adam Clark Vroman (1856-1916), 
1902. 



Young Girl in Yarn Factory. Lewis Hine (1874-1940), c. 1908. 



Gas Station, Reedsville, West Virginia. Walker Evans (1903-1975), 1936. 



Pingpank Barbershop, New York. Berenice Abbott (1898- ), 1938. 



Mother and Child. Marion Palfi (1917- ), c. 1948. 



Indianapolis. Robert Frank (1924- ), 1955. 



Welsh Miners. W. Eugene Smith (1918- ). 



Tomoko Vemura. W. Eugene Smith (1918- ), 1972. 



Masonry. James Enyeart (1943- ), 1975. 



Learning from Lakin 

Curtis Besinger 

The play upon the title of a book, well known among those familiar with recent 
architectural writing, is not intended as a slur upon the small town of Lakin. Just 
the opposite. I use it to emphasize that one can learn much about the history 
and culture of one's hometown by choosing its built (the man-made) 
environment, as the fulcrum of that study. 

Several years ago when I was teaching a first-year course, Introduction to 
Architecture, I selected as a vehicle for individual student projects a one-page 
form used by the Historic American Building Survey to inventory buildings. 
Without telling the students of the involvement that might lie ahead of them, I 
gave them the form and asked them to fill in the blanks, to supply the 
information required about a building with historic or architectural significance 
in their hometown. On the same day I presented a lecture on possible sources of 
such information. I purposefully avoided letting them know that they were 
being launched on what could become an engrossing and rigorous research 
exercise. 

Students frequently came to me early in the project saying they couldn't 
find a book about their hometown-or their building-containing all of the 
required information. I hadn't told them that such a book probably did not exist 
and that they were being asked to do the research needed to write such a book. 

Since these projects did produce much well-documented information, I 
repeated the exercise each year that I taught the class. Even those projects that 
were not as well documented provided useful leads for future investigation. 

One year, after I had handed out the forms and the students had had time 
to select a building for their project, a young man from Lakin, Kansas, whom I 
shall refer to only as Carl (that was his first name) came to me to ask what he 
should do, saying that there were no buildings of historic or architectural 
significance in his hometown. I was a bit stopped by his statement, but after 
thinking for a few moments, I asked him if there was a railway station in his 
town. At that time I didn't even know where Lakin was, but I did know that 
many towns and cities in Kansas, as well as elsewhere, have developed along 
transportation routes, and that in Kansas the railroads have played an important 
role in the settlement and development of the state. 
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The wood varnacular building is characteristic of many Kansas landscapes, both rural and urban. Although Kansas 
wasn't a wood-producing state, cheap wood for building became available throughout the state with the spread 
of the railroads. Photo by James Enyeart. 
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His answer to my qu es ti on about the presence of a railroad station was, 
"yes." So, I suggested that in lieu of a historically or architecturally significant 
building he could use this station. At about mid-point in the semester he came to 
me after class to ask what he should do with all of the information he had 
collected but which wasn't asked for in the Historic American Building Survey 
form. I suggested that since he had the information he might as well put it in his 
report rather than discard it. 

On the day he turned in his report-a bit pleased with himself and his 
work - he asked me, "Did you know there have been three different railway 
stations in my town, and all on the same site?" And then he added this 
statement that convinced me of the worth of this student exercise: "I didn't 
know there was so much I could learn about my hometown." His town, which, 
in his eyes, had previously had no history, now had one. 

The value of such an exercise was later confirmed for me by Sir Allen 
Bullock, in a lecture given at the Aspen Institute for Humanistic Study. ln this 
lecture entitled "Does History Have a Future?" he proposed that the study of 
history should begin close to where one lives, and not with some ancient and 
far-removed civilization. 

Many of us are somewhat like Carl before he was spurred into learning 
about his hometown. History, for us, has to do with ancient and buried 
civilizations. We are quite willing to accept the history of former settlements, 
largely reconstructed from archaeological investigations of their remaining 
artifacts, but we are not aware of the history to be learned from an investigation 
of the artifacts, the material culture, of our more recent past. 

What is it one can learn from these man-made objects, these "tokens of 
history?" One learns about the things that men have considered "desirable." To 
quote the historian George Kubler (The Shape of Time), "Man's native inertia is 
overcome only by desire, and nothing gets made unless it is desirable." 

At the level of existence where mere survival is the major problem 
confronting man, his physiological or biological needs might be expected to be 
congruent with his desires. But even at this level, other desires appear and enter 
into the determining of what gets made. The built environment, it should be 
recognized, is subservient to the general, the collective, uses of mankind. Since 
men arc something other than the product of biology, much of the man-made 
environment comes into being to satisfy desires that originate in man's social, 
religious, political and economic life. It is man's collective desire that determines 
what gets built, and, to a certain extent, the way in which it gets built. The 
history of a civilization is recorded in its built environment, "its truest because it 
is its most unconscious record." As S. Dillon Ripley wrote in the January 1976 
issue of Smithsonian, "Only recently has it been realized that the legacy of 
man-made objects is just as valuable historically and philosophically as the 
testament of the written word." 

What we learn from "the testament of the written word" is what men have 
consciously desired that other men should think and know about them. What we 
learn from these "desired" objects is what men, acting unself-consciously, have 
put of themselves-their feelings and their emotions-into the shaping of their 



The fronts of commercial buildings in many towns-Oskaloosa in this instance--possess interesting and elaborate 
architectural detailing that reveal much about desires. Many of us do not see this because we fail to look above 
the store front. This mixture of horizontals and verticals, recessions and projections interacting with light (and 
defying neat classification) might be called High ViCtorian-Italianate or Gothic. 
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environment. The consciously written history and the unself-conscious shaping 
of the environment may not always tell the same story. This is not to deny the 
importance of the written testament when it is available but only to say that it 
may not tell us everything, particularly about those everyday commonplaces 
that may not seem worth recording. 

What we know of the earliest inhabitants of this portion of the earth's 
surface that we call Kansas is determined largely from archaeological remains, a 
"legacy of man-made objects," still in the process of being unearthed. Much of it 
is still unexamined. We know that those people called Indians did, when not on 
hunting expeditions, live in villages. Depending upon the particular Indian tribe, 
these villages had houses with either circular or rectangular plans. These houses, 
often dug partially into the ground, were sheltered with either a beehive or a 
Quonset-shaped cover built with trees and saplings and thatched with grass. 
These were sometimes covered with sod. We know that they made pottery and 
shaped various tools and weapons from the clay and stone of this area. 

Spanish explorers from settlements in the Southwest established contact 
with the Indians of Quivira in the sixteenth century and maintained it 
throughout the seventeenth century, but they apparently made no efforts to 
establish permanent outposts. Two "tokens of history" from this period are 
known. The first is the site of a Wichita Indian village in Rice County, where 
pottery and fragments of chain mail from the Southwest have been found. The 
second is El Cuartelejo, in the vicinity of Scott City, the site of a pueblo-like 
ruin attributed to a group of Picuris Indians from the Southwest, who 
supposedly left there because of friction with the Spanish. This site is well 
preserved and has been investigated archaeologically, but only obscure traces 
remain of the pueblo itself. 

Following the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, the exploration of the territory 
by the expeditions of Lewis and Clark (1804-1806) and of Zebulon Pike (1806) 
provided the first written accounts of this land west of the Missouri. Although 
enthusiastic, Pike's report on his crossing of what is now the south-central 
portion of Kansas left the impression-shown in school geographies of the early 
part of the nineteenth century-of a Great American Desert extending from the 
Missouri River to the Rocky Mountains and from the Platte River in Nebraska to 
the Red River in Texas. This view of the western frontier did not encourage 
settlement. 

The forerunners of the civilization that was spreading westward from 
beyond the Appalachian mountains, the trappers, furtraders and missionaries, 
did, however, establish contact with the native tribes. By 1830 they had begun 
to make upon the land an unwritten imprint of their desires. "Trading posts and 
Indian missions were scattered throughout eastern and central Kansas. Within a 
few years ferries were strung across the Missouri and Kansas Rivers, roads were 
cut along the ridges, patches of farmland were cleared and planted, and cabin 
homes fringed the highways." 

Of the structures built to house the trading posts and missions, only a few 
mission buildings remain. One of these, the Shawnee Indian Mission, established 
in 1830, was among the earliest in the Louisiana Territory. Built, it would seem, 
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with a desire for permanence, it was the largest and most important Indian 
school in the Trans-Mississippi West until its closing in 1862. Three of its 
buildings, the West building (1839), the East building (1841) and the North 
building ( 184 5 ), still stand. These simple but handsome structures built by the 
Indians and missionaries bear evidence of what was then most desired and the 
technology available to make it. All of the bricks were handmade, formed in 
wooden molds and fired in kilns on the site at a relatively low temperature. 
They were much softer and less uniform in shape than our modern bricks. Their 
pleasant variation in color and texture, resulting from their lack of uniformity, 
produced walls that are unsurpassed in appearance by our modern brick. Built 
without any pretense to architectural qualities and without conformity to any 
architectural style, they are generally classed as brick vernacular buildings. 
Straightforward in construction, a function directly met, their handsome 
proportions are nonetheless satisfying to our eyes. 

Also, with the Louisiana Purchase came the desire to provide secure 
outposts within the territory that could serve as bases for exploration, trade and 
settlement. Although it is no longer in existence to tell us what it was like, the 
first military post in Kansas was established on Cow Island in Atchison County 
in 1818. It was abandoned in 1820 after the completion of the expedition that it 
was established to serve. It was later reoccupied and used intermittently during 
the Civil War period. 

Fort Leavenworth (1827) is the oldest of nine permanent forts that were 
established in Kansas. Of these, only Fort Leavenworth and Fort Riley remain 
active. As active forts they are now much changed from their original form. Fort 
Leavenworth served as a depot for all military supplies moving westward and, 
with Fort Scott, provided escorts for wagon trains following the Santa Fe Trail. 
Only a portion of an 1827 stone fortification and two buildings of the 1830s 
remain from Fort Leavenworth's earliest construction. These have lost their 
original identity; they have been engulfed within later enlargements of buildings 
now known as the Old Commanding Officers' Quarters and the Rookery. There 
are other pre-Civil War buildings still standing at the fort. Examined all together, 
they are a record of change and growth. 

The second oldest of the permanent forts, established in 1842 and 
abandoned in 1873, Fort Scott as seen today is not representative of a typical 
Kansas fort. Its 1843 buildings, now restored, were not built in the vernacular of 
the frontier but in a somewhat restrained Georgian style. With elevated and 
colonnaded verandahs approached by broad stairways, its officers' quarters 
project an image of a way of life somewhat less arduous than what we usually 
associate with the frontier. 

Only Fort Larned, once among the most important forts guarding the Santa 
Fe Trail, remains unchanged. It is an excellent example of the arrangement of a 
typical Kansas frontier fort, and life within it. Its first buildings were of sod, but 
these temporary structures were replaced with native sandstone structures in 
1867 and 1868 that partially enclose the central parade ground. Fort Harker, 
now absorbed within the town of Kanopolis, was established in 1867 to protect 
the Smoky Hill Trail. Only its guardhouse retains its identity. Three of the other 
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brown sandstone buildings, which served as officers' quarters, are now private 
residences and have been considerably altered to suit the desires of their present 
occupants. 

At the time that Kansas was opened to permanent settlement in 1854, two 
economies were coming into conflict: one was the seventeenth-century, 
preindustrial, agrarian economy that had spread west from its foothold . on the 
East Coast. Kansas was on the western edge of this economy and its 
accompanying way of life. The other, now the prevalent industrial economy, 
was, in the early nineteenth century, spreading as a second wave from the same 
source. The conflict of these two separate and distinct economies was to bring 
with it not only political upheaval and the Civil War but social and cultural 
changes as well. These changes were, of course, reflected in the 
built-environment. They are seen in an increasing number of architectural 
stylistic revivals and in the search for, and experimentation with, ways of 
building to house the new-and increasing numbers of-social institutions. As a 
period of change, it was a time that makes neat classification or architectural 
styles difficult. 

When the Kansas Territory was opened, architecture in the United States 
had already passed through several changes in ways of building, now classed as 
styles. Beginning with the primitive structures that afforded shelter to the first 
migrants to these shores, building had, by the end of the seventeenth century, 
developed what we now recognize as a Colonial style, represented by the 
timber-framed clapboard-covered houses of New England. With the more secure 
establishment of the colonies, there was a desire to emulate-by those who could 
afford to do so-the pattern of life in Georgian England. This period, which 
extended through the eighteenth century, was characterized by symmetrical 
facades, pedimented doorways with fan lights, and a degree of "bookishness," a 
result of using the carpenter's handbooks and architectural-design books then 
being published in considerable numbers in London as sources of design and 
detail. 

Following the War for Independence came the Adams's style, sometimes 
called Federal. This, too, resulted from a desire to emulate the English. This 
fashionable, decorative style was imported by way of books published in 
England. Early in the nineteenth century, the Adams's style became the 
dominant mode except in the South, where a Jeffersonian Classicism prevailed. 
This resulted from Jefferson's preference for Roman rather than Greek 
precedents. It is not surprising, however, that an interest in the forms of Roman 
architecture led eventually to an interest in those of Greece and to the 
Greek-Revival style, a way of building that prevailed in the United States from 
the 1820s until the 1850s. 

These were the dominant modes; others also made their appearance, 
influenced in part by the Romantic movement and its enthusiasm for the 
picturesque. These other modes included the Egyptian Revival, in which there 
had been great interest in the 1830s following French publications on Egypt by 
archaeologists who accompanied Napoleon's 1798 military expedition and the 
Gothic Revival, which, again following English examples, had appeared in the 



The Baldwin Barn, near Lawrence (1879), is a huge three-story, native-limestone structure with large ~rched 
doorways on all sides. The interior framework is rough"'.hewn timbers. Similar barns, of wood or stone, 
accent the rural Kansas Landscape. Photo courtesy of the Kansas State Historical Society. 
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United States at the end of the eighteenth century. Churches such as those 
designed by] ames Renwick and Richard Upjohn had made Gothic an acceptable 
style, particularly for religious structures. Later in the Victorian era, at the 
urging of John Ruskin, the Gothic was to have yet another revival. 

Except when economic conditions seemed to dictate the continued use of 
primitive or vernacular ways of building (sod houses and stone, brick and wood 
vernacular buildings continued to be built into the latter half of the nineteenth 
century), early building in Kansas moved directly from its frontier ways to those 
then fashionable in the eastern states. Talbot Hamlin's observation about the 
architecture of the Middle West was equally true of the Trans-Mississippi West: 
"The shacks and cabins gave way almost immediately to work of graciousness, 
permanence, soundness of construction and real beauty. The builders seem to 
have realized that it was not a temporary bonanza that brought them to their 
new homes, but rather the desire to found and develop permanent and dignified 
places for human living." 

As has already been suggested by the brief review of the modes of building 
practiced in the United States prior to the opening of Kansas, the idea of what 
constituted "graciousness" and "real beauty" in building was, however, already 
subject to change as well as serious questioning. Thomas Jefferson had held a 
poor opinion of the Colonial and Georgian architecture of his youth. He 
preferred the Roman orders that he had seen and admired in southern France. 
These were the fundamental disciplines of architectural design. He had read in 
Palladio that "ancient architecture gives us a certain idea of Roman virtue and 
greatness." He desired to hold this idea and its Roman image before the 
American people. But he also sought-being interested in the practical as well as 
the aesthetic - the wider range of building types that Roman, rather than Greek, 
architecture offered. Roman was, in his opinion, better suited to and more 
adaptable to the needs of a new and modern nation. 

This desire and search for ways of building for new and modern needs 
permeated much of the thinking and writing about architecture in the 
nineteenth century, particularly in the United States and in that part of Europe 
where the economic base was shifting from agriculture to industry. 

One would like to say that in Kansas this desire resulted in an unwritten 
testament unique to the state and its various regions. But this is not true, 
because of the nature of an industrial economy. Based as it is on the production, 
distribution and consumption of masses of man-made objects, an industrial 
economy does not encourage regional uniqueness. So we find today in Kansas, 
with its industrialized agricultural economy, many similarities to the nineteenth-
and twentieth-century architecture of other parts of the United States. 

But we do find in the state differences in ways of building that gave the 
region a particular flavor. One of these was the continued use of preindustrial 
building practices (in some areas these are still in use). The major example of 
preindustrial building practices is the large collection of simple, stone buildings 
found throughout the state, but more concentrated in the north and east. These 
are referred to in various ways: "Plains' vernacular," "frontier vernacular," or 
"stone vernacular.'' These indigenous buildings, built very often of stone taken 



The First Territorial Capitol (1855), a two-story warehouse at Fort 
Riley, was the meeting place of the first territorial legislature. 
This native-limestone building is representative of the simple 
rubble stone structures that give a regional flavor to many areas 
of the state. National Register. Photo by James Enyeart . 
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from the ground of the places on which they stand, give a regional identity and 
flavor to those places. This is particularly true if the number of these buildings is 
proportionately large in relation to those constructed of other materials. There 
arc some places within the state in which stone was used for almost all buildings: 
houses, sheds, barns, stores, schools, churches. They were built of the material 
that was most readily available and most economical to build with. The local 
stone was, in effect, the concrete block of its day. These stone buildings were 
built in a straightforward, direct way without any conscious desire to achieve 
aesthetic effects. And yet, as we see them in the landscape today, they do have 
visual qualities that we admire and appreciate and often seek to emulate. 

In those buildings constructed with native stone but designed by architects, 
it is evident that the architect and his clients built in whatever architectural style 
was then ascendant in public favor, adapting the style to the use of the local 
stone. This, too, produced a certain regional flavor. In Lawrence, for example, in 
the latter half of the nineteenth century, Oread limestone was a commonly used 
material. It is found in many modest houses, sheds, the party walls of 
commercial buildings - fronted with brick for appearance' sake-and in the cellar 
walls of many brick or wood houses. But it was also the dominant material of 
Kansas University buildings built in the nineteenth century. Two excellent 
examples are still .standing: Spooner Hall and Dyche Museum. Spooner Hall, 
Richardsonian Romanesque in style, was designed in 1893 by Henry van Brunt 
of the firm of Van Brunt and Howe. (Henry van Brunt, a distinguished architect 
of the nineteenth century, moved his practice to Kansas City from Boston in 
1885, when he was commissioned to build many of the important stations for 
the Union Pacific Railway). Dyche Museum, built in 1901-1902 to house 
Professor Lewis L. Dyche's collection of stuffed birds and mammals that had 
been exhibited in Chicago at the Great Columbian Exposition of 1893, was 
designed by Walter Root of the Kansas City firm of Root and Siemens. (Walter 
Root, the brother of John Root, had come to Kansas City to supervise the 
construction of the Board of Trade Building [ 1866], designed by Burnham and 
Root of Chicago, and had remained to practice in this area.) Other work by this 
firm in Kansas remains to be documented. Several other buildings in Lawrence 
arc attributed to it. 

Further west a commonly used regional material was Fort Riley limestone, 
also called Junction City or Silverdale limestone, depending on where it 
was- and is - quarried. As the name indicates, its use determined the character of 
the majority of the buildings now in the Fort Riley Military Reservation. These 
include the first Territorial Capitol, an 1855 stone vernacular, two-story 
warehouse that served as the meeting place, and an 1855 two-story stone 
residence called Custer's House. Because of the ease with which it may be 
worked, as well as its durability, Fort Riley stone has been used, with some loss 
of regional identity, in many public and private buildings throughout the state. 
Recent examples of its use include the field houses at both the University of 
Kansas and Kansas State University. 

In the Smoky Hill region of the state is found yet another material, the 
famous Fencepost limestone. As its name implies, it was often used for 



The Ness County Bank (1887), is a stone vernacular adaptation of the Richardsonian Romanesque style. It 
is also a fine example of the many buildings in Kansas decorated with a wealth of detailed carving that often 
go unseen. Photo courtesy of the Kansas State Historical Society. 



The Spring Hill Farm and Stock Ranch, near Strong City (1881), is a complex of many buildings and includes 
a large French Renaissance house. All are of limestone. National Register. Photo courtesy of the Kansas 
State Historical Society. 



The Windsor Hotel, Garden City (1887-1888), referred to as the "Waldorf of the Prairies," was reportedly 
the largest hotel between Kansas City and Denver in the late 1800s. Its five-story Mansard-roofed entrance 
tower marks it as the most distinctive French Renaissance building in southwest Kansas. 



University Hall, Friends University, Wichita (1886-1888), designed by Proudfoot and Bird, was built to be 
the main building of Garfield University. The round arched openings, round towers and turrets, and overall 
massing follow the Romanesque style made popular by H. H. Richardson. National Register. Photo courtesy 
of the Kansas State Historical Society. 
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fenceposts, but it was also widely utilized for vernacular buildings. It can be 
recognized by the uniformity of its ledge thickness, about eight or nine inches, 
which produces a uniformity in the height of the horizontal stone coursing, and 
also by the reddish brown streak, about two inches wide, which appears near the 
center of the ledge. · Houses, sheds and farm buildings were built of this stone, as 
were the Romanesque Mitchell County Courthouse, at Beloit ( 1901 ), designed 
by J.C. Holland, and the Russell County Courthouse, designed by George A. 
Belinghof, built in 1902 and remodelled in 19 54. The most notable use of 
Fencepost limestone is in St. Fidelis Catholic Church at Victoria with its soaring 
140-foot twin towers (1908-1911), most generally known as the Cathedral of 
the Plains. 

These are only a few examples of the ways in which this building material, 
found in great abundance and in great variety throughout the state, has given a 
regional flavor to its building. Commonly utilized in the older vernacular 
buildings in the state, as well as in those designed by architects, its use is now 
less· frequent. A preindustrial material, once processed by hand by relatively 

. cheap labor and used because locally available, it has now become a luxury, 
supplanted in part by materials such as wood that are made more readily 
available through machine production and cheap and easy transportation. 

The role of transportation, particularly of the railroads, in the development 
of the state has been great; we can see its influence in the shaping of the 
man-made environment at many different levels, from the location and growth 
patterns of towns and cities to the ornamentation and furnishings of buildings. 
The major effect of the railroad on building and on architecture was that, as a 
transporter of goods, people and ideas, it broke down regional differences. The 
railroads helped to disseminate ideas that created desires. They also distributed 
the goods to satisfy those desires. Prior to the building of the railroads in Kansas, 
passengers and merchandise-unless destined for Missouri River towns, such as 
Leavenworth-reached their destination by horseback or wagons pulled by oxen, 
probably having come as far as Kansas City or St. Joseph by railway or 
steamboat. Records show that ready-built wooden houses, fabricated in 
Cincinnati, Ohio, and shipped by river, were erected in Leavenworth, Lawrence 
and Manhattan. There are accounts of efforts to use the Kaw River for 
steamboat transportation, but because of the many sandbars as well as seasonal 
variation in depth, these are largely stories of frustration. 

With the coming of the railroads to Kansas following the Civil War, several 
constraints on the development of the state were loosened. These constraints, 
including difficulty of access and lack of communication, had contributed to 
regional differences. With the railroads, Kansas had ready access to Eastern ideas 
and products and to Eastern markets for its produce . Building materials and 
supplies, which had previously been limited to those that were locally available 
or hauled in by wagons, could now be shipped in quite easily by rail. 

An inventory of the sources of the materials used in constructing any late 
nineteenth-century building would indicate the effect of the new and greatly 
improved production and transportation systems. For example, in the building 
of the Henry Tisdale House and carriage· house in Lawrence (1881 , designed by 



The Congregational Church, Mound City (1866-1867--now the Federated Church) is a wood-framed, board-
and-batten-sided Gothic-style building. Since it was built before railways were extended to this part of 
Kansas, all of the materials in the building were hauled in by wagon from Kansas City. 



164 LINE 

the architectural firm of E. Boyden and Son, Worcester, Massachusetts), 
available documents indicate that these materials were shipped to Lawrence: 
face bricks from Peter Fell, a manufacturer in Trenton, New Jersey; hammered 
granite, including two hitching posts, from D.M. Woodward, Worcester, 
Massachusetts; stairs from Charles P. Johnson, Practical Stair Builder, Worcester, 
Massachusetts; mahogany, cherry, oak and ash fireplace mantles-as well as a 
sideboard and bookcase-from F. J efts, Worcester, Massachusetts; galvanized 
iron gutters and roof finials and cresting from Henry Horne and William Stark, 
Worcester, Massachusetts; glass for the windows from the Crystal Plate Glass 
Company, St. Louis, Missouri; and roof slates from O'Gara Brothers, Worcester, 
Massachusetts. Even those materials that were purchased in Lawrence, such as 
the pine for the floors and the brass hardware, could not have been produced 
there. . 

Wherever such documents are still available, one can be certain that a 
similar picture would appear. Even where documents are not available, one can 
often find other evidence to indicate points of origin: foundry marks will tell 
where cast iron products, such as store fronts, may have come from; the mark of 
the maker or manufacturer will indicate, for example, where stained glass 
windows may have been fabricated. Determining the sources of materials and 
manufactured products used in the building of your hometown could give you a 
picture of its relation to the spreading pattern of distribution that followed the 
growth of the network of railroads in the latter half of the nineteenth century. 

Improved transportation also made another kind of product more readily 
available-products of the mind. The early settlers, primarily from the New 
England states, brought with them images of the environment from which they 
came. Like travelers and immigrants everywhere, they carried with them certain 
desires, mental baggage, with which they proceeded to furnish their new 
environment. Since these settlers had left an environment composed of images of 
classic Greece and Rome, it was only natural that these familiar images would 
reappear in the shaping of their new environment. Many of the vernacular 
buildings of the state, almost classic in their simplicity and proportions, can be 
seen as stripped-down, frontier images in brick, stone or wood, of classic forms. 
They are, in effect, the Greek temple stripped of columns, entablature, and all 
decorative details, reduced to the essential walls and roof necessary to enclose a 
cell of space, the "cella." Irvin Hall (1858), on the campus of Highland Junior 
College, and one of the oldest college buildings in the state in continuous use, is 
such a classical image. With its brick pilasters and decorative brick cornice, it 
retains in its ornament an allusion to its Greek precedents. The Beecher Bible 
and Rifle Church (1862) in Wabaunsee, with its simple wooden cornice, also 
reflects such an image. The first schools built in Lawrence, now to be seen only 
in pictures, convey a similar image. 

In addition to mental images of a familiar past, the settlers brought with 
them-or soon had sent to them by railway- mass-produced, printed images of 
the ways of building then coming into vogue in the East. Just as the 
eighteenth-century builders of New England were influenced by the guides and 
handbooks published in England, so the builders in Kansas were influenced by 



Irvin Hall, Highland Community Junior College (1859), the oldest building in continuous use for higher 
education in the state, was named for Rev. Samuel Irvin, missionary and founder of Highland University 
and nearby Iowa, Sac and Fox Presbyterian mission. The brick pilasters and ornamental cornice reflect a 
simplified Greek Revival style. National Register. Photo courtesy of the Kansas State Historical Society. 
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books being published in "Victorian" New England. Several of these had 
appeared in the first part of the nineteenth century; many more were to follow 
in the latter half. It would be an interesting project to determine which of the 
older buildings in one's hometown were influenced by these publications. 

The most popular and influential author of these publications was Andrew 
Jackson Downing. As a Swedish novelist visiting in the United States 
(1849-1851) was told, "Nobody, whether he be rich or poor, builds a house or 
lays out a garden without consulting Downing's works; every young couple who 
sets up housekeeping buys them." As an arbiter of taste, Downing was one of 
those responsible for the decline in popularity of the Greek Revival style. He 
found it unsuitable for "country houses." He favored buildings that were 
"picturesque," having an irregularity of silhouette. The way of building that was 
to him the most picturesque was rural English Gothic. Next in his favor was the 
Italianate-"modern, Tuscan or classic"-for which he noticed a "strong and 
growing partiality" among his countrymen. Another manner which he 
promulgated, due to the climate and the ready availability of cheap wood in 
most sections of the United States, was the "bracketed mode." Downing used 
the term "bracketed" to describe houses, that, in addition to being Gothic or 
Italianate, were characterized by the use of unusually prominent brackets to 
support the overhanging eaves. Downing and his followers proposed distinctions 
in house types according to the economic status of their owners. To them, a 
cottage was a small dwelling "intended for the occupation of a family, either 
wholly managing the household cares itself, or at the most, with the assistance of 
one or two servants." Downing continues, "The majority of such cottages in this 
country are occupied not by tenants, dependents, or serfs, as in many parts of 
Europe, but by industrious and intelligent mechanics and working men, the bone 
and sinew of the land, who own the ground upon which they stand, build them 
for their own use, and arrange them to satisfy their own peculiar wants and 
gratify their own tastes." On the other hand, a villa was "the country house of a 
person of competence or wealth sufficient to build and maintain it with some 
taste and elegance ... a country house of larger accommodation, requiring the 
care of at least three or more servants." On a walk down the streets of any 
Kansas town, you can see examples of both "cottages" and "villas." 

Publications, such as Downing's, with their images of villas or cottages in 
Gothic, Italianate or bracketed modes, were not the only source of advice for 
those planning to build. We are now learning that the early missions were built 
with plans prepared by the mission boards in the East. It is also highly probable 
that there were persons in the army providing design services for the forts. And, 
there were architects among the first settlers in the state. 

Ferdinand Fuller, an architect from Worcester, Massachusetts, was a 
member of the first New England Emigrant Aid Society party that arrived on the 
future town site of Lawrence in the summer of 1854. When Charles Robinson, 
the leader of the party and later the first governor of the state, returned to the 
East to lead out the second party, Fuller was elected president of those 
remaining in Kansas. Very little has been discovered about his work in Lawrence 
and how he met the desires of those early settlers during the thirty years he lived 



The birthplace of Amelia Earhart, Atchison (1861), was built by Judge Alfred G. Otis, her grandfather. A 
two-story, wood-framed house, it lacks only a traceried verge board to conform to A. J. Downing's much-
favored Gothic Cottage style. A brick portion was added later at the back. National Register. Photo 
courtesy of the Kansas State Historical Society. 



The Union Pacific Depot near Lincoln, built in the 1880s, is typical of many of the small railway stations 
throughout the state. Built to what appears to be a standard plan, their roofs have broad, bracket-supported 
eaves for shelter from sun and rain. Here the walls are vertical boards and battens. Photo courtesy of the 
Kansas State Historical Society. 
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there. Much more is known about three other architects who became prominent 
in nineteenth-century Kansas: Erasmus T. Carr, John G. Haskell and George P. 
Washburn. 

Erasmus Carr, born in Greenfield, New York, in 1825, first worked and 
studied in the building trade. Before coming to Kansas in 1855, he met Elisha T. 
Hayden, "then a prominent architect of Syracuse, whose kindly interest in the 
young carpenter led to his taking up the study of architectur~ in earnest." In 
1852 he began practicing architecture in Syracuse, but, for unstated reasons, he 
decided to seek his fortune in the West three years later. In September 1855, he 
went to Fort Leavenworth and worked there until December 1856. Two large 
frame buildings designed by Carr at this time, 4-6 and 8-10 Sumner Place, Fort 
Leavenworth, still stand. After a trip east he returned to Fort Leavenworth in 
the spring of 1857. Advised at that time not to be dependent upon the army for 
business, he started his own practice. Later he was appointed Superintendent of 
the Ordnance Department at Fort Leavenworth, where he remained until 1871. 
Among the buildings known to have been designed by Carr are the Kansas State 
Penitentiary, 1863; the White Cloud School, 1872; the State Normal School at 
Emporia, 1873; the Kansas Building at the Centennial Exhibition in 
Philadelphia, 1876; and the Wyandotte County Courthouse, 1882. 

Of the three architects, Carr, Haskell and Washburn, John G. Haskell, who 
came to Lawrence in 1857, is today probably the best known. Born in 1832, he 
left home at the age of eleven and earned his living as a carpenter. At the age of 
twenty-one, having learned his trade and saved some money, he decided "to fit 
himself for his chosen profession-an architect." He attended Wesleyan 
Seminary, Wilbragam, Massachusetts, for a year to prepare himself for college. 
He then spent a year at Brown University taking civil-engineering courses. (There 
were no architectural schools in the United States then. The first, at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, was established in 1866). In 1855 he 
entered an architect's office in Boston, where he planned to make a career for 
himself. His father, Franklin Haskell, had come to Kansas with the first New 
Emigrant Aid Society party in 1854. When the father died in 185 7, John, as the 
eldest son, came to Lawrence to look after the family and its property and 
eventually to practice architecture. When the Civil War began, he was made 
Deputy Quarter Master General of Kansas. For four and one-half years he served 
at increasing levels of responsibility, which included the building of a hospital, 
warehouses and army repair shops. Captain Haskell was discharged in 1865. 

Although not the first State Architect, Haskell was apointed to the position 
in April 1866, shortly after it was established, and served until 187 4. His firm of 
Haskell and Wood also served in this capacity from May 1885 to March 1886. 
Haskell was again State Architect from 1891 to 1893. He was responsible for the 
design and construction of many state buildings, including much of the work on 
the State Capitol. He also designed several buildings on the University of Kansas 
campus, including old Fraser and Snow halls as well as schools and churches in 
Lawrence, and at least five courthouses, including the French Renaissance Chase 
County Courthouse(1872), the oldest courthouse in continuous use in the state. 



The Ludington house (1860), Lawrence, is attributed to John G. Haskell, architect . 
The older front portion, with its tall tower, cast-iron balconies and stone-quoined 
corners, is a fine example of the Italian Villa style. Judge Solon Thacher enlarged 
the house in 1872 with a Queen Anne addition having a round tower and a wooden 
porte cochere. National Register. 



The Chase County Courthouse, Cottonwood Falls (1873), designed by John G. Haskell, was built with 
Cottonwood Falls limestone. This Second Empire, French Renaissance building, with its iron-crested and 
multi-dormered mansard roof, is the oldest courthouse in continuous use in the state. National Register. 
Photo courtesy of the Kansas State Historical Society. 
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A study of his work shows that Haskell preferred to use the stone of the 
state in buildings he designed. About this native material he wrote 
enthusiastically, "An immense field [of stone outcropping] ... as if planned by 
the Great Architect to best serve the people of the whole state ... stretches 
nearly from side to side of the state, midway of that part destined to be most 
densely populated. It is already cut by five leading lines of railway and is thus 
placed within easy carrying distance of a majority of the leading centers of trade 
and business" (1872). 

George P. Washburn, the youngest of the three, arrived in the state later, 
and, although he designed more buildings, is less well known today. Born in 
Brown County, Ohio, in 1846, he lived in Covington, Kentucky, until 1857, 
after which his family moved to a farm in Clark County, Missouri. 

During the Civil War, Washburn's father, a lieutenant, was seriously 
wounded in the Battle of Shiloh, 1862. George, then sixteen, was at his father's 
side, serving as an aide, and managed to get his father from the field and to 
medical treatment. Later, his first experience as an enlisted man, was in the same 
company of which his father had been an officer. After his return from the war, 
he attended school for one year in Fairmount, Missouri, and then spent two 
years in Quincy, Illinois, learning the carpenter's trade. In the evening he studied 
mathematics, drawing and architecture at the Bryant and Stratton's Commercial 
College, from which he graduated. He worked as a journeyman in central Illinois 
and finally settled at Mount Pulaski, Illinois, where he contracted building 
construction. In 1878 he moved to Kansas City, where he worked for Cross and 
Taylor, architects. As a supervisor of construction he had charge of building 
several railway depots, including those in Atchison, Denver and Peoria, Illinois. 
He worked in this office until he moved to Ottawa in 1882. 

George Washburn designed many buildings-schools, churches, business 
buildings and residences-in Ottawa as well as throughout the state. He had a 
reputation as a designer of courthouses and planned thirteen in Kansas alone. He 
was architect for the State Board of Charities for six years, during which he built 
several state institutions, including the School for the Blind in Wyandotte 
County, and the School for the Deaf and Dumb in Olathe. 

These three men were not the only architects practicing in Kansas in the 
nineteenth century. Andreas's History of the State of Kansas ( 1883) includes 
biographies of twenty-two others. Many of them came to the state following the 
Civil War. Of these only three had had academic training as architects: Herman 
McClure Hadley, James C. Holland and Lewis M.H. Wood. They had all studied 
at Cornell University and had all received a classical architectural education 
patterned on that of the Ecole des Beaux Arts in France. Eventually, they all 
lived in Topeka, and all were involved at one time in their career in work on the 
State House, on which construction continued from 1866 to 1903. 

The biographies of those architects without academic training reveal that 
many of them entered the profession by way of an apprenticeship in carpentry 
and then gained experience as a carpenter and contractor. A few served 
apprenticeships in architects' offices. It is possible that these men, as had the 
early New England builders, depended somewhat on current architectural 



The Balie P. Waggener house, Atchison (1884 ), is a somewhat restrained interpretation of the Queen Anne 
style, having a few High Victorian Gothic characteristics. The present porch, designed by George P. Washburn 
in 1896 when he was also the architect for the Atchison courthouse, replaced one with profuse scroll saw 
and spindle ornaments. National Register. Photo courtesy of the Kansas State Historical Society. 



The Doniphan County Courthouse, Troy (1905 ), was designed by George P. 
Washburn. With rounded corner towers and arched openings, it is a Kansas adapta-
tion, much simplified, of the Romanesque Revival style. The porch cornice, orna-
mented with stamped metal patterns, is an example of the effect of industrializa-
tion on the buildings of Kansas. National Register. Photo Troy Courthouse, by 
James Enyeart. 
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publications for the source of their ideas, modifying and adapting- them to the 
needs and desires of their particular clients and the conditions of their particular 
sites. Whatever the source of their ideas, they worked very much in the 
then-current modes. But, even though these men designed in the fashion of the 
times, one may see in their work something of the spirit that appears in the 
vernacular buildings. There is, in the best of their work, a kind of pragmatic 
poetry, a knowledge that any of their dreams and desires, if they are to persist 
and endure, must be equal to the rigorous climate of the "Great American 
Desert." 

Having started out to write about the nineteenth-century built environment 
as a fulcrum for learning about one's hometown, I must, in conclusion, confess 
that I found myself in a position very similar to that of Carl and the other 
students in my classes: no one has yet written a book about the buildings in all 
of the hometowns that make up the state of Kansas. Some work has been done; 
what I have written here owes a large debt to it (this includes the unpublished 
theses of Robert Asbury, Kansas Architecture, 1961, and Kurt Von Achen, Lives 
and Works of Kansas Architects, 1966 ). The Inventory of Historical Sites and 
Buildings, now being conducted under the leadership of the Kansas State 
Historical Society, is also bringing together in one archive much information 
about the buildings of the state. The research that is necessary to nominate 
certain of these buildings for the National Register of Historic Places is beginning 
to supply the information that will fill out a previously thin body of 
investigation. 

Although people have written about the social, political and economic 
history of Kansas, not much has been written about the "legacy of man-made 
objects," those "testaments" that silently speak to us about man's desires. 
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Hymn 

Those who have shocked wheat by moonlight, 
Who have built their houses of stone 
And buried their children here 
On the prairie, under a harvest moon 
Lay the sweet, damp grasses on the crooks 
Of their arms, inhaling the coolness of night; 
The fields lie low and silver, 
The nighthawk circles and the horned owl 
Swoops with a shudder, a start, as mice 
Hiss and burrow through forty leagues. 

Pass me the whiskey again. 

To those young girls who have heard or seen 
The farmhand shot like a mad dog, 
The ghost walk thrice between the farmhouse and 
That monstrous cottonwood by the barn, 
Grasses moving with ghosts, 
And to those young boys who have learned to breed, 
Rope the steer and ride the wild horse, 
Who are quick with a scythe or a kiss, 

Pass me the whiskey again. 

To those who have heard their first low rumble 
Of airplanes unlike thunder or twister 
And gathered Armageddon to a hymn, 

Pass me the whiskey again. 

The blood of Kansas generations 
Is worth more to me than all the pale cities, 
Ravaged states and degenerate nations. 

Pass me the blood-red whiskey again. 

Gregory Stock 
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Winter Stores. Jane Fowler Morse. 



Folk Songs. out of Kansas 
William E. Koch 

Kansas has contributed some important folksongs, eight of which are presented 
here. Most of these arose from our early settlers. Different versions of the songs 
have appeared from time to time in various publications. Some songs have been 
adapted by other states. 

I have been a lover and singer of historical folksongs for years. Some of the 
following melodic and textual presentations are as I remember hearing them during 
my youth on a South Dakota grain and cattle farm--that came in bits or in whole 
from hired hands, friends and family. Later during the early years of World War II 
at Fort Riley, then as a roving collector from Manhattan, I was able to fill in 
details. 

For a number of the musical transcriptions I wish to thank Margaret Walker, 
instructor in piano, Music Department, Kansas State University, for transcribing 
the melodic lines as I sang them. Thanks also goes to those who assisted in the 
book Kansas Folklore. 

Such songs as "The Kansas Jayhawkers Song," "The Kansas Line," "In 
Kansas," and others have been omitted because they do not exemplify enough 
folk creation or tradition. 

Kansas, Lily of the West 

The text here is from Mildred McMullen, Norton County, who reported 
that her mother and others sang it during the early settlement days. The melody 
is an adaptation of "The Wabash Cannonball." 
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~111 ;gJl' Jiff J: 11J11fl;'11 
Come all you folks with en - ter-prise who feel in -dined to roam Be-

~ti" J. J; .tit J ill;· -J' JI ;J 1\:£1' ti 
yond the Mis - sis - sip - pi to seek a plea ·Sant home. Pray take a pio - o 

neer's ad-vice; I'll point you out the best-· It's the good old state of 

Kan · sas, the Li • ly of the West. Li - ly of the West. 

Come, all you folks of enterprise who feel inclined to roam 
Beyond the Mississippi to seek a pleasant home 
Pray take a pioneer's advice, I'll point you out the best--
I mean the state of Kansas, the Lily of the West. 

Our prairies all are dotted o'er with houses white as snow, 
Where nothing stood but dugouts just ten years ago. 
But that's the way we do things here; we enjoy it with a zest, 
In the lovely state of Kansas, the Lily of the West. 

Our boys, the bravest of the brave; our girls they are the best 
In the lovely state of Kansas, the Lily of the West. 
But that's the way we do things here, we always do the best 
In the good old state .of Kansas, the Lily of the West. 

I've traveled the New England states, New York and North 
Caroline, 
And down into the southern states, and thought them very fine, 
But of all the states that I have roamed, the one that I love best 
Is the good old state of Kansas, the Lily of the West. 

(Repeat frrst stanza) 
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My Western Home 
(Home on the Range) 

This rendition of "Home on the Range," one of the earliest, is called the 
Harlan Version. Dr. Brewster Higley wrote the poem in his sod dugout in Smith 
County, in 1873. There has been controversy over this song, especially the 
musical aspect. "Home on the Range," as the song is now known, is our State 
Song. 

~J'JJJIJ.r111 JsJIJ n 
Oh, give me a home where the buf - a - Io roam, Where the 

~ J J ;IJ 1JUJ) 11g) JIJ I 
deer and the an - te - lope play, Where sel - dom is heard 

a dis - cour - a - ging word, And the sky is not clou - ded all 

~ g.IJ/JI JTJ JD"Jij f:J IJ J ~ I 
'---

day . A ho-me a ho--me, Where the deer and the 

.~ J :J Jl@JIJJ. JI J nl1 PJ I 
an · te · lope play, Where ne · ver is heard a dis - cour - a - ging 

~~ J n I J. l'J b. J :J LJ. I J II 
'--' word, And the sky is not clou - ded all day. 

Oh, give me a home where the buffalo roam, 
Where the deer and the antelope play, 
Where seldom is heard a discouraging word, 
And the sky is not clouded all day. 
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A home, a home, 
Where the deer and the antelope play, 
Where never is heard a discouraging word, 
And the sky is not clouded all day. 

Oh, give me the gale of the Solomon vale, 
Where light streams of buoyancy flow, 
On the banks of the Beaver, where seldom if ever 
Any poisonous herbage doth grow. 

Chorus 

Oh, give me a land where the bright diamond sand 
Throws light from its glittering stream, 
Where glideth along the graceful white swan 
Like a maid in a heavenly dream. 

Chorus 

I love these wild flowers in this bright land of ours; 
I love, too, the curlew's wild scream, 
The bluffs of wild rocks and antelope flocks 
That graze on our hillsides so green. 

Chorus 

How often at night, when the heavens are bright 
With the light of the glittering stars 
Have I stood there amazed, and asked as I gazed 
If their beauty exceeds that of ours. 

Chorus 

The air is so pure, the breezes so light, 
The zephyrs so balmy at night, 
I would not exchange my home here to range 
Forever in azure so bright. 

(Repeat chorus) 

Comin' Back to Kansas 

"Comin' Back to Kansas" was collected from Clara Ballard, Butler County, 
in 1958 by Joan O'Bryant. Mrs. Ballard learned it when a girl. Musical transcrip-
tion is by Betty Welsbachcr. 
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.~ ;:;lrf.t:J.-if FJ:t:j !if~ I) 
They are com - in' back to Kan - sas, They are cross - in' on the . 

~•'J J: JIJ?#->-J:~;plJ:~i-JJ II 
bridge, You can sec their mov-er wag - ons On the top of ev - ery ridge. 

They are comin' back to Kansas, 
They are crossin' on the bridge, 
You can see their mover wagons 
On the top of every ridge. 

On the highways and the turnpikes 
You can see their wagons come, 
For they're comin' back to Kansas 
And they're comin' on the run. 

Who's a comin' back to Kansas? 
Why, the migratory crowd 
That left the state some months ago 
With curses long and loud, 

And they swore by the eternal 
They would ·never more return 
To this Kansas land infernal 
Where the hot winds blast and burn. 

Where the rivers run in riot 
When you want it to be dry, 
Where the sun so fiercely scorches 
When you want a cloudy sky. 

So they loaded up the children 
And they whistled for the dog, 
Tied a cow behind the wagon, 
To the butcher sold the hog. 

Hitched the ponies to the schooner, 
Turned her prow toward the east, 
Left this beastly state of Kansas 
For a land of fat and feast. 
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Did they find it? No, they didn't, 
Though they roamed the country o'er, 
From the lakes up in the northland 
To the far off ocean shore. 

And they found that other sections 
Had their tales of woe to sing, 
So they're humpin' now for Kansas 
At the breakin' forth of spring. 

Kansas Land 

After first ansmg in Kansas, many separate versions of "Kansas Land" 
spread over the Central Plains. An adaptation of the hymn tune "Beulah Land" 
was used. Westerners made several versions to fit their purposes. Although most 
favor the populist cause, this one is derisive of Kansas politician (and populist) 
Sockless Jerry Simpson. 

"I catch the scent of garnered wheat, 
Then get a whiff of sockless feet, 
And recognize before I flee 
The order of calamity." 

German immigrants also caught the spirit of the song, and versions in Plaut-
Deutsch appeared. At Moundridge during _this early period they sang: 

· 0 Kaunsas Launt! 0 Kaunsas Launt! 
(0 Kansas Land! 0 Kansas Land!) 

Up dee hab ich mean kumpst yeplaunt. 
(On you have I my cabbage planted.) 

Un t~ick me um gaunz unfableft. 
(And look me around quite unafraid.) 

Auf dant unk noch mohl hafta yelft? 
(If that also yet once heads gives?) 

Un van eek dan betcick mean korn 
(And when I then look on my corn) 

Nay, dan fakape eek nich des form. 
(No, then sell I not the farm.) 
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~ii i :it I J J J :J I i1 J. JI n J 4tfl 
I've reached the land of corn and wheat, Of pump· kin pies and po· 

~ n J.;I n J. ;IJ J J. tin J1 1 

ta - toes sweet, I bought my land from Un· de Sam and now I'm hap- py 

hill I stand. look the plea - sant land- scape o'er; For a - cres 

broad I'll sigh no more, 'TiJ Ga - briel's trump in loud com - mand 

says I must leave my Kan · sas Land. 

I've reached the land of corn and wheat, 
Of pumpkin pies and potatoes sweet. 
I bought my land from Uncle Sam, 
And now I'm happy as a clam. 

Oh, Kansas Land! Sweet Kansas Land! 
As on the highest hiHI stand 
I look the pleasant landscape o'er; 
For acres broad I'll sigh no more, 
'Til Gabriel's trump in loud command 
Says I must ieave my Kansas Land. 

My chickens they are Plymouth Rock; 
My horses, Clydesdale Norman stock; 
My cattle, Durham, very fine, 
And Poland China arc my swine. 

Chorus 
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Kansas Land 
(Version Two) 

I've reached the land of short-grass fine 
And sought to make a homestead mine. 
The hot wind blows the livelong day, 
And all my cash has passed away. 

Oh, Kansas Land! My Kansas Land! 
As on the dugout roof I stand, 
I look away across the plain 
And see the corn is needing rain. 
I see the 'hoppers flying low, 
And feel the burning hot wind blow. 

The dust clouds float upon the breeze, 
Through drooping corn and wilting trees. 
The wheatfields all are lifeless brown; 
The sunflower leaves hang limply down. 

Chorus 

The 'hoppers come and camp on me. 
I know no place from them to flee. 
They eat my crops, they cat my shirt; 
They leave me nought but sun-dried dirt. 

Chorus 

In Kansas Land I'm going to stay, 
For all these things shall pass away. 
Sure, pleasure follows after pain; 
Next spring it's going to rain again. 

Chorus 

When first I came to get my start, 
The neighbors they were far apart. 
But now there's one on every claim, 
And sometimes three all want the same. 

Chorus 

At first the grass was brown and sear, 
With drouth and grasshoppers each year; 
But now there's so much rain and snow, 
The cowboy is compelled to go. 

Chorus 
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The Lane County Bachelor 
The first texts of this song arose in Lane County. The tune is an adaptation 

of "The Irish Washerwoman." The song is optimistic, in the Westerner's tongue-
in-cheek way. Note especially the choruses, "I'll sing her loud praises." 

~it nlJ.'ftYJJIXJJ'J Ji J~tt 
My name is Frank Bo · lar, 'nolc bache-lor I am, I'm keepin' ole 

bach on an d · e · gant plan. You'll find me out West in the County of 

Lane starv- ing to death on a go· vcrn ·ment claim 

But hur- rah for Lane Coun · ty, the land of the free, the 

home of the grass · hopper, bed · bug, and flea, I'll sing loud her 

prai · scs and boast of lier fame While starv · ing to death on my 

go · vcrn- mcnt claim . 

My name is Frank Bolar, 'nole bachelor I am, 
I'm keepin' olc bach on an elegant plan. 
You'll find me out West in the County of Lane 
Starving to death on a government claim; 
My house it is built of the national soil, 
The walls arc erected according to Hoyle, 
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The roof has no pitch but is level and plain 
And I always get wet when it happens to rain. 

Refrain: 

But hurrah for Lane County, the land of the free, 
The home of the grasshopper, bedbug, and flea, 
I'll sing loud her praises and boast of her fame 
While starving to death on my government claim. 

My clothes they are ragged, my language is rough, 
My head is case-hardened, both solid and tough; 
The dough it is scattered all over the room 
And the floor would get scared at the sight of a broom; 
My dishes are dirty and some in the bed 
Covered with sorghum and government bread; 
But I have a good time, and live at my ease 
On common sop-sorghum, old bacon and grease. 

Refrain: 

But hurrah for Lane County, the land of the West, 
Where the farmers and laborers are always at rest, 
Where you've nothing to do but sweetly remain, 
And starve like a man on your government claim. 

How happy am I when I crawl into bed, 
And a rattlesnake rattles his tail at my head, 
And the gay little centipede, void of all fear 
Crawls over my pillow and into my ear, 
And the nice little bedbug so cheerful and bright, 
Keeps me a-scratching full half of the night, 
And the gay little flea with toes sharp as a tack 
Plays "Why don't you catch me?" all over my back. 

Refrain: 

But hurrah for Lane County, where blizzards arise, 
Where the winds never cease and the flea never dies, 
Where the su~ is so hot if in it you remain 
'Twill burn you quite black on your government claim. 

How happy am I on my government claim, 
Where I've nothing to lose and nothing to gain, 
Nothing to eat and nothing to wear, 
Nothing from nothing is honest and square. 
But here I am stuck, and here I must stay, 
My money's all gone and I can't get away; 
There's nothing will make a man hard and profane 
Like starving to death on a government claim. 
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Refrain: 

Then come to Lane County, there's room for you all, 
Where the winds never cease and the rains rtever fall, 
Come join in the chorus and boast of her fame, 
While starving to death on your government claim. 

Now don't get discouraged, ye poor hungry men, 
We're all here as free as a pig in a pen; 
Just stick to your homestead and battle your fleas, 
And pray to your Maker to send you a breeze. 
Now a word to claim-holders who are bound for to stay: 
You may chew your hard-tack till you're toothless and gray, 
But as for me, I'll no longer remain 
And starve like a dog on my government claim. 

Refrain: 

Farewell to Lane County, farewell to the West, 
I'll travel back East to the girl I love best; 
I'll stop in Missouri and get me a wife, 
And live on corn dodgers the rest of my life. 

The Dewey-Berry ·Feud Ballad 

This is a great Kansas "range war" folksong (and not a "ballad," strictly 
speaking). ln 194 7 J. P. Callahan, formerly of Hill City, sang it for me. Another 
source remembers her father singing it as they hauled wheat to town. The tune 
seems to be an adaptation of the gospel hymn "Never Alone." Chauncey Dewey, 
the villain of the song, died in 1959 and is buried at Junction City. The event 
described occurred in 1903. 

~-T1IJ J J fl J"I Fe r n I J t D ±l 
=......; 

Way out on the plains-of Kan - sas Where the wind blows hard- and 

~J.nlJ ifLi}JIUJ nlJ J\lJ'I 
hot Stands a lit · tic old-- sod ca--bin Where the Ber · ry boys were 
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~J.J 1IJ JE J'lfe r J JI J ID.t'I 
~ 

shot. - A man with age - en· fceb- led, With a weak and trem-bling 

-LJ-ilJnwlUJ J J IJ 11111LJ I 
~ 

hand Shot like a beef-for slaugh- ter By the Dew·ey cow-ard-ly band. 

'Way out on the plains of Kansas 
Where the wind blows hard and hot 
Stands a little old sod cabin 
Where the Berry boys were shot. 
A man with age enfeebled, 
With a weak and trembling hand 
Shot like a beef for slaughter 
By the Dewey cowardly band. 

Two men in the prime of manhood, 
A man with silvery hair 
Were cruelly murdered that bright day 
By the outlaw millionaire. 
Oh! Grand and free America, 
In this land where live the brave, 
Is this the glorious .country 
Our fathers died to save? 

Must wives be changed to widows 
In the space of a fleeting breath? 
Must children be made orphans, 
And men be shot to death? 
It's hard for us to believe 
That men will their honor sell. 

Oh, is there no punishment 
For the murderous blood-stained hand? 
Is there no court of justice 
In this glorious Christian land? 
I would think that the murderers, 
Although they may be free, 
Those quiet and deathly faces 
In troubled dreams would see. 

That aged and that furrowed brow, 
Those bloodstained locks so gray, 
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I'd think that Chauncey Dewey 
Could see them night and day. 
The jury has cleared the savages; 
The court its verdict has given; 
But they'll find when through with this life 
That they can't buy the court of Heaven. 

On the Bed Ground in a Cow Camp 
In 19 58 Andy Meyers of Dighton sang this to Alma Johnson. Meyers said 

the song was made by Dick Gady, who had worked for the E. K. Ranch out of 
Garden City. The bed ground referred to was south of Leoti. Musical transcription 
from the tape recording was made by John Chalmers. 

Come all you ten - der col - lege folks, if yoti should have some 

fun. Go out a - mong the cow- boys, they'll show you how it's 

done. They 'II ride the prai - ries o - vcr and at night when they lay 

down, Their hearts as gay as the fluwcrs in May with their 

beds made 011 the ground. 

Come all you tender college folks, if you should have some fun. 
Go out among the cowboys, they will show you how it's done. 
They will ride the prairies over and at night when they lay 

down, 
Their hearts as gay as the flowers in May with their beds made 

on the ground. 

They will go to the ball and swing the girls, they are pretty 
good at that. 
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They will ride the bucking bronco and wear the wide brimmed 
hat, 

With a California saddle, with pants stuck in their boots, 
You will hear the spurs a-jingling and maybe someone shoot. 

Oh, they are a little rough, I must confess at least. 
They will bet on a horse race or poker seven up, 
But if they win or if they lose, you will hear them squeal. 
But the very next time they meet you, they'll give you a 

different deal. 

Did you ever meet a cowboy, when you were hungry and dry? 
And ask of him a dollar and have him deny? 
No, he'll pull out his pocketbook and give you a note, 
They are the very best boys to strike when you are hungry and 

broke. 

Quan trill 

Quan trill's sacking of Lawrence in 1863 has been treated fully by historians 
of the Civil War and of the West. In about 1950, 78-year-old Art Rose of Lincoln, 
Kansas, sang this Northern version into my tape recorder. It was a hot day and 
the shades in his stately old house were pulled, to help for coolness. Mr. Rose, a 
real gentleman, willingly gave me reminiscences of his family's heritage in Kansas 
during the early settlement period. 

Come lis · ten un · to me while I sing you thi~ ver,c. Per-

don't like my rhyme They can go and join Quan - trill just o-ver the line. 

Come listen unto me while I sing you this verse. 
Perhaps you've heard better, perhaps you've heard worse. 
If there's anyone here who don't like my rhyme 
They can go and join Quantrill just over the line. 
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Where there's routing and shouting and raising the yell, 
Like a troop of wild Indians, from where I can't tell. 

· They were intoxicated with brandy and wine, 
And came to burn Lawrence just over the line. 

It happened in Lawrence in 1863, 
It was a sad sight, as you all will agree. 
They came to burn Lawrence, they came not to stay; 
They rode in one morning at breaking of day. 

Chorus 

Jim Lane, the Lawrence Free-Stater, was up before day. 
He saw the Rebs coming in a terrible sway; 
He saw the Rebs coming and got in a fright, 
And jumped in a cornfield to get out of sight. 

Chorus 

My song will be ended when I've sung this last verse. 
Perhaps you've heard better, perhaps you've heard worse. 
But if there's anyone here who don't like my rhyme, 
They can go and join Quan trill just over the line. 

Chorus 
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Beyond Barbra Al Jen 
Joan Bayles 

Practical Kansans, with their closeness to the land and their steadfast refusal to 
be impressed by rhetoric or pretension, have watched and contributed to the 
evolution of what today must be considered a vital American musical style. 
Steeped in the folk songs of the Bleeding Kansas era, homestead deprivations, 
gospel tunes, play-party and square dance tunes, cowboy music, railroad songs 
and Farmers Populist party-propaganda songs, Kansans have naturally been 
receptive to each step leading up to the present-day country western music. 

Grounded in the roots of British ballads and old-world folk songs and 
influenced by a myriad of factors, country music began in the rural South. It 
owes most of its soul to the Negro blues, spirituals, ragtime and jazz. Called 
"hillbilly," in the 1920s it drew its diversity, energy, joy and inevitable sadness 
from white gospel music, Mexican and Hawaiian music, Swiss yodels, cowboy 
songs and from minstrel shows, medicine shows, vaudeville and Tin Pan Alley 
pop tunes. 

Radio and phonograph records, of course, are most responsible for 
commercializing and promoting what began as simple mountain or country 
tunes. The migration of rural people to the cities is another important factor, for 
they brought along their songs and their musical preferences and adopted any 
other musical style that tickled their fancy, mixed it all up together while still 
singing and playing in the folk tradition they had left behind. Border honky 
tonks of the 30s, the jukebox, railroad rhythms, even the mail-order catalogues 
also contributed to the growth. 

They were a pretty frank and straightforward bunch who generally did not 
try to idealize the world. They sang of drink, infidelity, divorce, social problems; 

. and to this day, they usually include a fundamentalist moral for the listener to 
consider. 

As the country changed from agrarian to industrial, the lyrics of the 
hillbilly songs spoke out about the new problems and developments of an urban 
society where the stability of the family was tenuous and the pressures of 
technology weighed heavily. People with traditional folk-rural backgrounds 
found solace in the moralistic, nostalgic expressions. Even city folk began to 
identify with the sentiments. 
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Although hillbilly music never was strong on protest songs (perhaps because 
record companies didn't want to offend anyone), there were occasions when the 
hillbilly style was used effectively to help bring about public awareness of a 
particular problem. When the great oceanliner the Titanic sank in 1912, street 
balladeers in the South took the tragedy as a religious warning and devised a 
song that described what happened to the poor people who were drowned first 
for lack of first-class cabin fare. The hillbilly version of this song became quite 
popular. 

Husbands and wives, little children lost their lives. 
It was sad when that great ship went down. 

In the early 1920s, a Kansan named Carson Robison, from Chetopa, was 
writing hillbilly songs that appealed to many. One of his best sellers was a 
composition called "Way Out West in Kansas." He borrowed a little here and a 
little there like everyone else had always done. The idea came from a song 
written after the Civil War called " In Kansas," which was taken, in part, from an 
Irish song about the 1844 potato famine. All three versions have a common verse 
that claims "potatoes they grow small, they dig 'em in the fall and cat 'em tops 
and all." This was another attempt to laugh away the hard times that Kansas 
farmers have always had. 

As .a political tool, a hillbilly band was employed by Dr. J .R. Brinkley, the 
Milford goat-gland specialist, in his race for governor of Kansas in 1930. Most 
country and border radio stations bombarded their listeners with string bands, 
hillbilly singers, religious evangelists, incessant advertising and right-wing 
politicians. 

Okeh records released a political commentary by Bill Cox in 1936 entitled 
"Franklin Roosevelt's Back Again," which celebrated his reelection and the 
defeat of prohibition. 

Since Roosevelt's been re-elected we'll not be neglected 
We've got legal wine, whiskey, beer and gin. 

The labor interest group, the Industrial Workers of the World, had a 
spokesman during the 30s in Harry McClintlock, who wrote and performed a 
song still remembered in our state called "Hallelujah, I'm A Bum," sung to the 
hymn tune "Hallelujah, Thine the Glory". 

Oh, why don't you work like other men do? 
How the heck can I work when there's no work to do? 
Hallelujah, I'm a bum! 
Hallelujah, Bum again. 
Hallelujah, Give us a hand-out 
To revive us again. 
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Woody Guthrie began as a singer of hillbilly songs in the Depression, 
graduated to writing public-relations songs during the Roosevelt administration 
and was adopted by left-wing urban liberals as a true specimen of the "down and 
outer" they ~ere striving to protect from a capitalistic society. Guthrie wrote 
many songs using familiar tunes. His most famous, "This Land Is Your Land," 
uses the tune of "Little Darlin', Pal of Mine" and must be considered a true folk 
song today. 

Another song sung in southeast Kansas during the 30s tells how it was when 
the miners' unions began to organize. "Which Side Are You On?" was composed 
to an old hymn tune · by Florence Reece in Kentucky and traveled to Kansas to 
serve the cause. 

Don't scab for the bosses 
Don't listen to their lies. 
Poor folks haven't got a chance 
Unless we organize. 

Most of the social and political musical comments were short lived in the 
public mind, but they do serve as records of the feelings of the less fortunate of 
the time. . . 

At first, performers used the songs they had learned back home, such as 
"The Old Hen Cackled and the Rooster's Going to Crow." With further exposure 
on radio and in public performances, they began to compose new songs, 
frequently to old tunes. 

Jimmy Rogers, the "Singing Brakeman," was the first to make it big on 
radio in the 20s. Along with his blue yodels, he started the trend toward the 
singing cowboy to be followed by Gene Autry of 1930s movie fame. Gene 
duded all up like a fancy cowboy, a tradition still carried on by the rhinestone 
cowboys of today. 

With popularization of the cowboy-singer image, instrumental 
electrification and the contributions of groups on the West Coast such as the 
Sons of the Pioneers and Bob Wills's Texas Playboys, the term "Hillbilly" was 
gladly exchanged for the term "Western." Wills's particular style was called 
"Western Swing." Tin Pan Alley jumped on the money-making band wagon and 
came up with pseudo-cowboy songs such as "I'm An Old Cowhand" and "The 
Last Roundup." 

The middle forties were considered the golden age of country music at the· 
time. World War II servicemen popularized it in the United States and overseas, 
the beat was great fun to dance to, and those at home listened to the Grand Ole 
Opry on the radio on Saturday nights. Many people still remember the best 
selling country record of that time, "Pistol Packin' Mama," about a modern girl 
tough as Darlin' Corey of the old mountain-tune days. 

After World War II, when country music was firmly established and 
profitable, other musical currents came to the surface. In the 50s, blue grass 
music returned to basic folk unamplified instrumentation, and the urban folk 
music of the Weavers, John Jacob Niles, Richard Dyer Bennett, Burl Ives and, 
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later, the Kingston Trio emerged. They created a style neither country nor pop, 
but more of a return to the folk type that appealed to urban audiences 
fascinated with their heritage. 

In Country Music, U.S.A., Bill C. Malone says: "While urban folk 
enthusiasts were culling songs from the traditional depository and performing 
them before non-folk audiences, country musicians, who sprang directly from 
the folk tradition, were developing their own styles, largely oblivious to whether 
they conformed to old patterns or not." 

After Hank Williams had helped give country music its larger audience in 
the late 40s and early 50s, musicians continued to adapt and commercialize their 
styles to suit their public, and the traditional country style began to fade away. 
By 1954, changes in instrumentation and beat, and the fusion of Negro rhythm 
and blues, produced a new musical form, a bombshell appropriately called 
"rock and roll." Country music, like other popular styles, was inundated. 

The Everly brothers, Tennessee Ernie Ford, Johnny Cash and others hung 
in there and performed a sort of "country-pop." Then in the 60s guitarist Chet 
Atkins helped bring about a more relaxed, easygoing style, the "Nashville 
sound," still with lyrics about the problems common to us all:;·some performers 
kept the music as "pure" as they could, and interest in traditional country sound 
began to rise again in the 60s with the bluegrass of Earl Scruggs and the urban 
folk music and protest songs of Bob Dylan, Joan Baez and Pete Seeger. Country 
and folk had survived rock and roll but not without having felt its influence. 

Country western songs of the past ten years are predominately concerned 
with the vagaries of love, but there are a few that have faced up to today's 
controversies. Some, in a tongue-in-cheek fashion, have gotten their points 
across. Merle Haggard's "Okie From Muskogee" was applauded in Kansas for 
saying: 

We don't smoke marijuana in Muskogee 
And we don't take our trips on L.S.D. 
And we don't burn our draft cards down on Main Street, 
But we like living right and being free. 

Johnny Cash says, "The lyric of a country song generally has something 
people want to hear." Words are still considered the most important part of 
country western music, but the melodies, rhythms, harmonies and background 
choruses are becoming more sophisticated. 

The heartfelt statements of the songs we now refer to as country western 
have survived and created a multi-million dollar industry. Few would deny that 
while there are obvious limitations to this body of musical literature, it brings 
great satisfaction to many people who feel the need for a musical expression that 
addresses itself to their interests. 



Jazz 
Dick Wright 

Most jazz histories begin with the premise that everything started in New 
Orleans. I suppose this thesis is as good as any since New Orleans, as a port city, 
was a melting pot for many races and cultures. The main location for jazz 
activities in New Orleans shortly after the turn of the century was the 
famous-or infamous-Red Light District known as Storyville. When Uncle Sam 
stepped in and closed the district down in 1917, jazz began its trek upriver to 
the city of Chicago. Chicago, in . the beginning of the 20s, saw the emergence of 
three important factors in the development of jazz: the beginning of the 
so-called "Chicago Style," the appearance and success of New Orleans musicians 
in the Windy City and the importance of the classic blues form. 

From · Chicago, the next logical step in the evolution of jazz was its move to 
New York City. By the end of the 20s, Harlem became the place to be for a real 
taste of jazz. Piano players and big bands became the favorite vehicles for jazz 
performance at this time with such names as Duke Ellington, Fletcher 
Henderson, Fats Waller and Willie "The Lion" Smith among the most important. 

By the time the 30s rolled around, jazz had acquired a new name: swing. 
The music had also begun its move back across the country and found, in Kansas 
City, Missouri, its next great center of activity. One of the main reasons Kansas 
City was attracting so much attention was a man by the name of Thomas J. 
Pendergast. Pendergast had moved from a minor role in the city's first ward to 
one of complete political control, reigning for more than thirteen years. Shortly 
after his victory in the November 1925 polls, Pendergast appointed Henry F. 
McElroy as city manager. Together, they brought about a period of corruption, 
during which there was a fantastic jazz growth that was to last until the start of . 
World War II. 

The jazz activity in Kansas City had far-reaching effects on the surrounding 
states of Kansas, Oklahoma and Nebraska. Jazz fans traveled from various cities 
in these states to hear the outstanding groups and soloists who were either 
"passing through" the city or working in the many clubs featuring live 
music-names like Count Basie, Andy Kirk, Mary Lou Williams, Bennie Moten, 
Jay McShann, Harlan Leonard, Jimmy Rushing and Joe Turner. Many of them 
returned home to organize jazz groups in their own towns and cities and buy all 
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the recordings they could of the musicians they had heard. At this time, 
outstanding "territory" bands began to make tours through these same states, 
furthering the interest of players and listeners alike. 

The war years brought more players to the area, especially Kansas, due to 
such facilities as Fort Riley near Junction City and the aircraft plants in Wichita. 
As a high school "jazz fanatic" in Junction City during the late 40s, I recall 
many occasions when I played dance jobs with some outstandingjazz musicians 
who were stationed at the fort. We traded stories and ideas about jazz with these 
players and then looked up other young players in the area to swap more ideas 
and stories. I can also remember going to dances and concerts at the fort, many 
of them featuring great bands traveling through the area. Another favorite haunt 
for most of the jazz lovers at this time was the famous (to us) Meadow Acres 
dance hall in Topeka. I have often commented that, had I a nickel for every hour 
spent driving back and forth to Topeka and standing on the dance floor in front 
of Stan Kenton, Woody Herman, Les Brown, Gene Krupa and other top 
jazzmen, I'd be a rich man. 

The 50s in Kansas saw jazz trying to get past the front doors of colleges and 
universities throughout the state. We young players attending these schools 
began to meet in various band and practice rooms to run down the latest 
commercially available arrangement (or even some "home-grown" charts). 
Although jazz was not yet given an official endorsement by the majority of 
schools, most of us really didn't mind this state of affairs since the excitement of 
playing jazz and meeting other students with this same love was the only thing 
of importance. 

By the 60s, jazz and the state of Kansas had become quite friendly. Many 
fine musicians were moving out from the state on to the national jazz scene. Jazz 
groups were quite common, not only in most of the colleges, universities and 
junior colleges, but in many high schools as well. Granted, the name "jazz" still 
caused uneasiness among many people so that the term "stage band" was 
generally used, but, nevertheless, jazz in Kansas was here to stay. 

In the 70s, very few schools throughout the state are without a jazz 
ensemble of some sort. Even the terms "jazz ensemble" or "jazz band" have 
become quite acceptable. Many schools offer credit for participation in such a 
musical group, as well as presenting courses in jazz history and jazz 
improvisation. Jazz has become so popular in the state that we can boast of at 
least two maj~r organizations dedicated to the preservation and advancement of 
this native American art form: the nonprofit corporation Wichita Jazz Festival, . 
Inc., sponsor of the annual Wichita Jazz Festival, and the Topeka Jazz 
Workshop, Inc. Both of these excellent organizations have brought to jazz fans 
all over Kansas the best in local, regional and national talent. There are, 
undoubtedly, many other local groups throughout the state who are doing 
outstanding work in the presentation of jazz concerts, discussions and record 
sessions. Radio stations in the state devote various segments of their 
programming to this type of music. KANU, the FM voice of the University of 
Kansas in Lawrence, presents thirty-five hours of jazz each week and has been 
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cited in Down Beat as traditionally offering the best jazz on radio in the 
area. 

Some outstanding musicians in the field of jazz come from the state of 
Kansas. For openers, one of the most respected figures in all of jazz history was 
born in Kansas City, Kansas: the great Charlie Parker. Other greats from that 
"city across the river" include: valve trombonist-pianist-arranger-composer Bob 
Brookmeyer, tenor-sax star Nate Davis, the brilliant trumpeter Carmell Davis and 
all-round reed player Bill Green (who, incidentally, was one of the ftrst black 
musicians to crack the color barrier in the West Coat studios). Another one of 
the great innovators in jazz who comes from Kansas is bandleader Stan Kenton, 
who was born in Wichita. Also from Wichita is Ray Sims, trombone-playing 
brother of the great modern tenor man Zoot Sims. Two outstanding players 
from Topeka are tenor man Buddy Wise and drummer George Wettling. No, 
make that three outstanding players from Topeka, even though trombonist Jack 
Zimmerman is no longer in jazz. . 

Here are at least ten more musicians from Kansas who have made important 
contributions to the world of jazz: all-around reed man Tommy Douglas 
(Eskridge); trombonist Herbie Harper (Salina); well-known Basie trumpet star 
Buck Clayton (Parsons); the great Ellington trombonist Lawrence Brown 
(Lawrence); the outstanding reed player from Leavenworth Gary Foster; singer 
Sue Raney (McPherson); pianist-singer Walter "Page" Cavanaugh (Cherokee); 
guitarist-arranger Jack Marshall (El Dorado); drummer "Kansas" Fields 
(Chapman) and drummer Roy Burns (Emporia). Another all-time .jazz great 
Coleman ·Hawkins, although not born in Kansas, received his schooling at 
Washburn University. I, for one, would gladly vote the Hawk an "honorary" 
membership in the "native Kansas" club. 

One final note: the next time someone asks, tell them that jazz is very 
much alive and well in Kansas. 



Untitled. James Enyeart. 



Rock in Kansas: 
Where Do We Stand? 
Steve Wilson 

Our state's audiences support a wide variety of styles in the rock idiom. No 
particular one predominates, although specific audiences have shown affinity for 
certain performers in certain places at certain times. Bluegrass and 
country-influenced rock acts are currently popular in many areas. One city, 
Lawrence, was so infested with soul-based, horn-dominated groups in the late 
middle sixties that one observer dubbed the town "horn city." Still, the most 
important point is that Kansas has given rise to practitioners of nearly every rock 
style you could imagine. You name a genre-jazz-rock, blues-rock, soul, 
country-rock, heavy metal, Anglo-rock-there's a group to match. 

The musicians and singers who work in the rock hybrids are of equally 
diverse backgrounds. The rock character cuts across class, racial and sexual lines 
and across levels of intellectual, aesthetic and musical sophistication. Kansas 
rock audiences are similarly a diverse bunch. This is fortunate for the musicians 
who depend on their support. Nearly any manner of rock n' roller can make 
some sort of living in Kansas playing the music he or she likes most and is most 
capable of performing. 

This writer is a Lawrence lad, Lawrence born and bred. I have to confess 
that I know little about Goodland or Dodge City and even less about the vast 
number of smaller Kansas towns. My "rock world" is that of Lawrence, Topeka 
and Kansas City, one that is similar in several respects to Wichita as well. 

If we take a one-to-ten scale with the smallest Kansas town as one and cities 
like New York, Los Angeles and Chicago as ten, perhaps Kansas City would rate 
about eight or nine and Lawrence, Topeka and Wichita around seven. Accepting 
·this rough approximation of rock status, what, then, are the consequences for 
the Kansas rocker? For convenience, I'll refer to such cities as Kansas City, 
Lawrence, Topeka and Wichita as urban Kansas. 

Urban Kansas is serviced by many of the same media that are available to 
any American metropolitan area. Accessibility to a variety of radio 
programming, fully-stocked record stores, music magazines, musical instrument 
and equipment stores is central to the development of a solid rock audience. It is 
certainly less likely that rock awareness and affinity will be developed where 
rock stations are few, record selections are limited to poorly stocked local stores, 
and rock magazines are found only in the corner grocery store. Frankly, this 
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dreary portrayal serves far too much of our state. To be fair, it also describes the 
condition of any town in the country which has less than 30,000 population and 
is substantially removed from a larger metropolitan center. 

If Kansas neyer quite gets near that ten-point rating, what does urban 
Kansas lack that, for example, the coastal metropolitan areas have? It's not easy 
for the dreams of a rock n'roller to be realized just anywhere. A good deal of 
worthwhile talent gets lost in the music-business shuffle. The artists who live in 
New York or Los Angeles have opportunities that their counterparts in Kansas 
City, Denver and Dallas lack. They have access to influential media and 
record-industry personalities and other people who could help them get 
attractive engagements and record contracts. The record and music-business 
figures in the largest cities are frequently the individuals with the most pull. 

An artist in New York has a potential audience of over ten million. 
Compare that to the one to two million in Kansas City and the 15,000 in Great 
Bend. Naturally, record companies are apt to invest in artists who have already 
established a following: such a following insures the record company's 
investment. Some struggling rockers respond to this dilemma by migrating to the 
coasts. It is difficult to measure how th~s improves their chances for recognition. 
Certainly, the level of competition in cultural centers can be as destructive to the 
artist as languishing back in the provinces. Recognizing this, many artists now 
elect to wage their campaign for stardom from their home turf. 

Again, if your home turf is Sabetha, the difficulties are impressive; if, 
however, it's in or near Kansas City your chances are much greater. There are 
now excellent recording facilities in places like Minneapolis, Cleveland, Macon 
and the Caribou Ranch in Colorado where there weren't some ten years ago. 
Kansas City, which has gradually become a major concert venue, may also 
become the kind of city that can sustain a number of smaller first-rate clubs and 
good recording studios. Such a development is crucial to the Kansas rock scene's 
growth. 

The more our native artists stick close to home and our local scenes 
prosper, the greater is urban Kansas's chance for national rock ascendance. The 
ultimate beneficiaries include the fans as well as the performers. As 
opportumt1es for the Kansas rock musician increase, so do the 
artistic/entertainment prospects of the audience. Rock music is a folk art 
characterized by democratic mutualism. Great rock artists may be musical 
virtuosos or literate, intelligent musical amateurs. Kansas isn't New York City, 
but rock is alive and growing here. 

The following is a partial listing of performers from Kansas or Missouri who 
have made their impact on the Kansas rock scene and . have been recorded · at 
some time or another by record companies with national distribution. Many of 
the records made by these artists are no longer available from the rec~rd 
companies that issued them; such is the fate of many an artist, many a record. 

Kansas (Kirshner/Columbia). This group is still together, accumulating 
an ever-growing audience. They have made three recordings and have 
immediate plans for a fourth. Ai.though their music is not particularly 
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representative of rock or Kansas, their respectable chart showings have been 
instrumental in persuading strangers to our soil to reassess their image of 
Kansas music. 

Jerry Hahn (Columbia/ Arhoolie/Fantasy). Hahn is essentially a jazz 
guitarist-and a good one. He has recorded with such notables as John 
Handy and Gary Burton. He is also a solo artist. His best work was with 
· fellow . Kansan Mike Finnigan in ·the Jerry Hahn Brotherhood. The 
Brotherhood was a truly innovative group; their intelligent, inspired 
synthesis of jazz, rock and rhythm and blues was ahead of its time in 1970 
when their one underpromoted record was released. 

Mike Finnigan (Columbia/Capital/Blue Thumb). A discussion of Jerry 
Hahn leads naturally into one of Finnigan. Finnigan came to the University 
of Kansas from Ohio on a basketball scholarship. Eventually, he left school 
for his music. His group, the Serfs, recorded one album in 1968 for Capitol. 
During the sessions for the album, Finnigan and some of the other Serfs 
became acquainted with Jimi Hendrix and wound up playing on two cuts 
from Hendrix's legendary Electric Ladyland album. After his stint with 
Jerry Hahn, Finnigan joined forces with Jerry Wood. Finnigan-Wood was a 
less adventurous outfit than the Brotherhood but was an exciting band 
nonetheless. They put together two records for Blue Thumb, one of which 
was released in 1972. Since Finnigan-Wood's dissolution, Mike Finnigan has 
performed and recorded with such luminaries as Dave Mason and Maria 
Muldaur. He has, according to info~ed sources, an album in the works for 
Atlantic records, former home of such Finnigan heroes as Ray Charles and 
Joe Turner. Finnigan's virtuoso blues and soul singing style and his 
excellent keyboard work have been a strong influence on Kansas rock 
musicians. 

Danny Cox (Dunhill/Sunflower/Casablanca/Cowtown). Cox is a 
songwriter and compelling singer-guitarist. He has entertained audiences 
around this area for years with his personal stylings that borrow from 
funky blues and coffeehouse folk. His several albums have enjoyed modest 
sales. 

The Mystic Number National Bank (ABC-Command-Probe). The 
"Bank," as the group was known to its many fans in the late sixties, was an 
exciting live band that blew many visiting headliners off Kansas City stages. 
Drummer-lead vocalist Glenn Walters has since recorded with the Hoodoo 
Rhythm Devils on Capitol and Blue Thumb. The Bank's lone album was a 
poorly produced substitute for the group's on-stage power. 

Blue Things (RCA). The group did one album in 1966 for RCA. A 
good rock and rhythm-and-blues band, it played frequently around the 
Lawrence area through 1968, then disbanded. Val Stoecklin, a group 
member, has since recorded one solo album, Grey Life. 

Judy Mayhan (Atco?). This lady I don't really know much about. I 
understand that she hailed from Emporia and was a singer-songwriter with a 
folk background. 
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Dana Cooper (Elektra). Much to the admonishment of some friends of 
mine, I am still not very familiar with Cooper's work. He comes highly 
recommended, however, as a singer and songwriter. His Elektra album 
includes, among other things, a paean to one of our highways, K-10. 

· Wizards of Kansas (Mercury). The Wizards were quite good really. 
Most of their material was odginal, yet it sometimes bore an uncanny 
resemblance to groups like the Jefferson Airplane and Quicksilver 
Messenger Service. They recorded· one album for Mercury in 1970 that died 
a quick death thanks to a lack of promotion. 

Brewer and Shipley (A&M/Kama Sutra/Capitol). Brewer and Shipley 
have achieved greater and more sustained popularity than any other 
regional act. They first recorded in 1968 for A&M, then were picked up by 
Kama Sutra in 1970 and moved to Capitol Records in 1974, which is where 
they are today. They left the Lawrence-Kansas City club and coffeehouse 
circuit for national concert tours in 1971 with the great popularity of their 
single "One Toke Over the Line," culled from their m~st popular album, 
Tarkio. Brewer and Shipley's songs have dealt consistently with both 
traditional love and contemporary .political-cultural themes; their songs are 
dotted, as well, with references readily familiar to audiences from our part 
of the world. Close two-part harmonies and gentle, accessible rock melodies 
marked their style. 

Chet Nichols (Kama Sutra). Chet's lone album, Time Loop, received 
an enthusiastic welcome in this area on its release in 1972. The album 
featured a star-studded cast of San Francisco-session musicians doing 
several of Chet's best tunes. A contemporary of Brewer and Shipley, his 
musical style is somewhat funkier, bluesier, al'though equally rooted in the 
folk experience. 

·Ed Sanders (ESP/Reprise). Sanders's name should be familiar to 
anyone who has kept in touch with countercultural media. Leaving his 
native Kansas City, Sanders headed for New York where he formed, with 
Ken Weaver and Tuli Kupferburg, the famous (infamous?) Fugs who 
recorded for ESP and Reprise records through 1968. Sanders did two 
hilarious solo albums for Reprise after the Fugs's breakup. His 
simultaneously sincere and mocking country-style delivery was a perfect 
match for his hippie transformation of the country barroom and 
confessional lyric. Ed's roots are showing on both "Sanders' Truckstop" 
and "Beer Cans on the Moon." Sanders is also author of The Family, a 
study of the Charles Manson family. He is a poet and social critic and a 
frequent contributor to rock magazines like Crawdaddy. 



Nationalism and the Kansas Composer 
Jam es A. Smith 

Composers have tried over the years to develop a style that could be considered 
uniquely American, and that at the same time would not sacrifice artistry or 
originality. But the problems associated with finding such a nationalistic style 
for the United States have been great, mainly because our country is still young 
and contains a vast ethnic mixture, a population that, having come from all parts 
of the world, represents a variety-of national musical traditions. 

If the United States were to develop a national musical style, what should 
form its source? Anton Dvorak, who lived briefly in this country during the 
1890s, urged American composers to use the Negro spiritual as a source for a 
nationalistic art music, much as he had used the folk songs of his native 
Bohemia. Many composers considered this possibility, along with making use of 
the folk songs common to most Americans. Many of these songs, however, are 
European in origin, and though they may have been Americanized in thought or 
feeling, they still cannot be claimed as uniquely our own. Although only in its 
incipient stages of development at the turn of the century, jazz has now come to 
be regarded by many as the music most uniquely American in its ability to 
express our youth and vitality, while retaining a vivid freshness and singularity. 
But it too traces its roots to other continents. . 

Another alternative was to write music completely devoid of folk material, 
although such a practice tended to lead to a style virtually indistinguishable from 
the academic music then being produced in Europe. Unfortunately, this was 
precisely the case with a good deal of the music by American composers in the 
last century. At that time most composers from this country received their 
musical training in such European centers as Leipzig or Berlin, mainly because 
music schools and departments in universities were only beginning to be formed 
in this country. Even after the musicians had returned to the United States, their 
style of composition tended to be dominated by the trends they had absorbed 

·while abroad. When other American students came to these foreign-trainee} 
musicians for instruction, the methods and styles learned were again of 

·irrefutable European influence. 
Also, there was the problem of the concert-going public who, in effect, 

practiced a type of inverse chauvinism. Coming mostly from the newly rich and 
conservative factions of society, these people tended to believe that whatever 
program music was European or emulated foreign styles and standards was in 
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good taste, while any emphasis on or employment of native aspects of the 
musical arts reflected crudity. American composers writing for this audience 
seemed to have little choice or inclination but to provide the public with what it 
wanted, further frustrating the process of developing an American art form. 

Finally, another group of composers (foremost among them Edward 
MacDowell and Arthur Farwell) believed that the way to arrive at a nationalistic 
musical ideal was to tap the material provided by America's own indigenous 
native: the American Indian. They felt that the use of Indian tribal melodies and 
chants was the obvious method for creating art music that could not be mistaken 
as having originated in any other part of the world-a truly nationalistic music, 
but one that stressed ethnic rather than folk sources. 

This movement gained impetus in 1881, when Theodore Baker completed a 
Ph.D. at Leipzig University with a dissertation on the music of the North 
American Indians, the first such study of Indian music. Baker, himself an 
American, had researched his topic by inspecting the musical life of the Seneca 
Indians of New York State. In the early 1890s, Edward MacDowell wrot~ a work 
utilizing some of the melodies from Baker's anthology. · The work was a success 
and set a precedent for the use of Indian tribal music in symphonic settings. 

In Kansas, at least three names appear as proponents of the use of Indian 
music. Charles Sanford Skilton and Arthur Finley Nevin of the University of 
Kansas, and Thurlow Lieurance of Wichita University shared an enthusiasm for 
the idea. 

Born in Massachusetts in 1868, ,Charles Skilton received his education at 
Yale University. Later, he studied music in Berlin for two years and then 
furthered his work in composition in New York with the famous composer · 
Dudley Buck. In 1903 while serving as Director of Music at the State Normal 
School in Trenton, New Jersey, he was invited to become the head of the School 
of Pirie Arts at the University of Kansas. 

When Skilton arrived in Kansas, conditions were somewhat primitive for 
the teaching and fostering of serious music. Although Skilton was paid a yearly 
salary of $1500, the remaining faculty members of the School of Fine Arts had 
to rely entirely upon the fees received from private students. Furthermore, the 
School of Fine Arts was housed in the Old North College building, which was 
the first university structure erected on Mt. Oread~ It displayed its age by sagging 
in various places and was in desperate need of general maintenance. As late as 
1915 the music department was still located there, and Chancellor Strong 
astutely advised Professor Skilton not to allow large crowds in the building 
"especially during strong wind storms." 

These conditions were apparently accepted as interesting challenges by 
Skilton, for in spite of them he remained at the university and in his adopted · 
state for the next forty years. His tenure as dean was not without adversity, 
however, and in 1915 he was relieved of his post by the Board of 
Administration. Apparently, Skilton was lacking in administrative ability, mainly 
because he was so thoroughly enmeshed in teaching and scholarly pursuits. 
Chancellor Strong emphasized this to the board and stressed Skilton's devotion 
to duty along with his popularity with faculty and students, factors which 
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SUITE PRI~IEVAL 
On Tribal Indian Melodies 

for 

GRAND ORCHESTRA 

In two Parts 

Composed by 

Charles Sanford Skilton 

PART I. 
I. Deer Dance (Rogue Rii•er, OrcKun J II. War Dance rChe.1ferme J 

PART II. 
III. Sunrise Song (Winneluir:o) 
V. Flute Serenade ( Si'ouz J 

IV. Gambling Song rJlrwue River, Oregon) 
VI. Moccasin Game ( ff"i'nnebago) 

Also issued in the following special arrangements 
FOR SMALL ORCHESTRA 

( arr1m)(ed b.lf Charles J. Roberts. J 

I. Deer Dance ( Ro~ue lli·v1:r, Or1?Ko11 J II. War Dance r Che.1fcune> 

The same for MILITARY BAND (arranged b;11 N.l.lflkeJ 
The same for STRING QUARTET (arranged by tlw Composer> 

FOR PIANO SOLO 
I I. War Dance ( C/u,yr-u1111) (Transcribed b.1f Carl A. Pre;t;er) 
V. Flute Serenade fSirJuz) VI. Moccasin Game rWit11ub11go> 

The "Sioux Flute Serenade" and "Moccasin Game" under htle"\Vinnebago Revel" 
also inr.lu1fod in a i;ct of three compo!:litions publi~hed for piano solo under the title of"Thiee 
Indian Sketches." 

PHONOGRAPH RECORDS . 
( B.v S11mphony Orclitlalra) 

I . Deer Dance r lloxue Ri'vcr, Orc·::on )~ Cnlumhin Phrmogrrzpk Co. & 
II. War Dance ((,'heyennc) ~ Pttthe Preres Phonograph Co. 
V. Flute Serenade (Sioux) Columhia Pkonogrciph Cu. 

ROSTON 
Car 1 Fischer 

NEW YOl{K CHICAGO 
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Charles Sanford Skilton 

should have compensated for his deficiencies in other areas. Skilton retained his 
duties as professor of organ, music history, theory and composition. 

Skilton believed it important that a strong sense of nationalism be injected 
into any new music written by Americans and felt also that Americans should 
write music based upon or inspired by American literature and folklore. He even 
called upon his colleagues to formulate a "Monroe Doctrine" for the arts, to 
protect the literary heritage of the United States, which at that time was being 
set by European composers on an ever increasing scale. He staunchly supported 
the position that such an attitude would help give any new piece of music 
written in this country an unmistakable American character. In his own music he 
displayed how this might be accomplished by using American Indian tribal 
melodies that he had learned from various 'Indians who attended Haskell Indian 
Institute (now Haskell Indian Junior College). 

During the 1920s and '30s Skilton wrote a large variety of works for all 
sizes and types of performing groups. Most of his works incorporated Indian 
material into either the entire work or perhaps a single movement. By far his 
most well-known orchestral work was the Suite Primeval, written during the 
closing years of the First World War. The thematic material for the work came 
from R.R. DePoe, hereditary chief of the Rogue River Tribe of Oregon. DePoe 
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was studying theory with Skilton and offered to sing some traditional tribal 
chants in exchange for his lessons. Skilton was astounded when his young 
student began to sing a melody which was in 2/4 time, while he accompanied 
himself by beatin.g a drum in 3/4 time. DePoe explained that the melody had 
been taught to him, and that it was traditionally performed in tribal ceremonies. 

Skilton then transcribed the melodies and the rhythmic accompaniment 
and arranged them as two small works for string quartet entitled Deer Dance and 
War Dance. He later orchestrated the works that came to comprise the first part 
of Suite Primeval. Within only a short time after its composition, Suite Primeval 
was receiving enthusiastic performances in many American cities, as well as in 
London, Paris and Tokyo. In addition, Deer Dance and War Dance were 
frequently recorded by various musical organizations, with the last recording 
produced in 19 56, by the Philharmonia Orchestra of Hamburg, Germany. 

Skilton also made various arrangements of the entire Suite Primeval or 
individual sections of it for string quartet, full and small orchestra, violin and 
piano, and piano alone. Many of his other works use Indian themes or draw 
upon Indian culture for their atmosphere and mood. These works bear such 
titles as American Indian Fantasy for .Organ, Sioux Flute Serenade, Shawnee 
Indian Hunting Dance for violin and piano, Three Indian Sketches for piano and 
the songs "Muckwa the Bear" and "We Leave the Winds to Tell." His String 
Quartet in B minor, written while in Europe in 1938, is an example in which 
only the last movement, "Indian Hunting Dance," draws upon Indian sources. 
The first three movements of the work make no reference to Indian material and 
are written in what may be considered a more traditional vein for a chamber 
work. 

Many of Skilton's works were large scale in nature-oratorios, cantatas or 
operas involving orchestra, chorus and soloists. Here again he drew upon 
American Indian and American literary sources for inspiration. His American 
Indian opera Kalopin, completed in 1929, is based upon a legend originating 
with the Chickasaw and Choctaw Indians of the Mississippi Valley in Tennessee. 
The story concerns the New Madrid earthquake of 1811, which the Indians 
believed to have been a punishment meted out by the Great Spirit because the 
young chief of the Chickasaws, Kalopin, took for his bride a maiden from 
another tribe. Skilton is said to have conceived of this legend as an allegory of 
the subjugation of the Indians by the invading white races. · 

Besides Kalopin, Skilton has written a one-act opera, Blue Feather (later 
retitled The Sun Bride), also based upon material drawn from the Pueblo Indians 
of Colorado. The work was premiered on a national radio broadcast on April 1 7, 
1930. The Day of Gayomir is yet a third opera based on Indian subject matter 
and received various performances in the middle 1930s. 

Most noteworthy of his other large works is the oratorio The Guardian 
Angel, composed between 1919 and 1925 to a text by Abbie Farwell Brown. 
The work is t<l;ken from a North Carolina legend coming from the Moravian 
settlers who moved into the region in the middle of the eighteenth century. 
Throughout the work he makes frequent use of the Moravian children's hymn 
"] esus Makes My Heart Rejoice." The story is one of simple faith and the belief 
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Thurlow Lieurance 

in the ever-present watchfulness of God through his angels. The atmosphere 
created within it recalls primeval nature and the undisturbed American forest. 
The work was published under the sponsorship of the Kansas Federation of 
Music Clubs, under whose auspices it was also premiered in Independence, 
Kansas, in April of 1926. 

Skilton also wrote a number of choruses for women's voices under the 
general title From Forest and Stream, various solo works for organ and piano, 
two sonatas for violin and several solo songs for different vocal categories 
including a setting of Esther Clark Hill's poem "The Call of Kansas." It is 
interesting to note that while at the time it was written "The Call of Kansas" 
was regarded as one of several state songs by various Kansas composers, the 
legislature did not adopt until 194 7 the official state song-an arrangement of 
"Home on the Range" by David Guion, a Texan. 

Skilton died in 1946. The day following his death a concert had been 
scheduled by the symphony orchestra of the University of Kansas, but it was 
decided to cancel the event out of mourning. Then, the decision was reversed 
and the concert went on as previously arranged, a fitting final tribute to the man 
who did so much for the musical arts in Kansas. 
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From 1915-1920, Arthur Nevin was head of the Choral Music Department 
at the University of Kansas. Nevin was born in Pennsylvania, and became 
interested in Indian music after concluding his studies in Boston (New England 
Conservatory of . Music) and Berlin. From 1903 to 1904 he lived with the 
Blackfeet Indians of Montana, where he studied their music and legends. Using 
what he had learned from the Blackfeet, he wrote an opera Poia, which received 
its premiere in 1910 by the Royal Opera in Berlin-accordingly the first 
American opera so performed. A one-act opera, Daughter of the Forest, was 
produced in Chicago in 1918, with the composer also conducting. In addition to 
these accomplishments, Mr. Nevin was known for his pioneering work in the area 
of community music, and helped many towns in Kansas, Illinois and Tennessee 
to establish programs for the advancement of the musical arts. 

Another important Kansas composer is Thurlow Lieurance, who was 
connected for many years with Wichita University (now Wichita State 
University). Professor Lieurance was born in Iowa but attended high school in 
Neosho Falls, Kansas. He was one of the youngest bandmasters to serve in the 
Spanish-American War, in which he led the band of the 22nd Kansas Volunteer 
Infantry. Becoming interested in Indian music through his brother, who was 
head of the Crow Indian agency in Montana, Lieurance spent a great number of 
years studying the Indians, their folk ways and their music. He also recorded 
them and trained several of their people to accompany him on collecting 
expeditions and on concert tours. Among his compositions which achieved the 
greatest fame was the song "By the Waters of Minnetonka," also known as 
"Moon Deer." Other works include an opera Drama of the Yellowstone. By the 
time of his death in 1963, Lieurance was considered an authority on Indian 
music and enjoyed a broad national reputation. 

Today the same kind of pioneering spirit that helped the first musicians and 
teachers of music weather the rigors of the prairie and High Plains can be found 
in our composers and creative artists. Although the artistic adaptation of Indian 
music is no longer the major concern it was fifty years ago, the state can still 
boast of composers such as John Pozdro and Charles Hoag of the University of 
Kansas who have garnered many awards and honors for their outstanding 
craftsmanship. Markwood Holmes of Kansas State College of Pittsburg, whose 
credentials include study with Darius Milhaud, is considered by many of his 
colleagues to be the dean of Kansas composers. His life has been dedicated to 
teaching, writing and inspiring young people to pursue music as a career. 

Others such as Joseph Ott, composer in residence at Emporia Kansas State 
College, and Herold Moyer of Bethel College in Newton have been attracted to 
the state. Lewis Miller, a transplanted New Yorker now working at Fort Hays 
State College, attests to the fact that by no means should Kansas be considered 
culturally inferior because of its assumed distance from the cultural centers of 
the East and West coasts. 

The newest area in art music is the field of electronic music. Here again, 
Kansas compos~rs are participating with exper~entation and artistic innovation. 
Hanley Jackson, who teaches music theory and electronic music at Kansas State 
University, has written an interesting work entitled Night Pieces (1973), which 
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integrates the traditional timbre of the string quartet with the new innovations 
offered by synthesized sound. Edward Mattila is the composer of an electronic 
work entitled Arp Piece. Mattila teaches theory and electronic music at the 
University of Kansas and continues to study and develop this new and exciting 
medium. Many other men and women are also working in studios throughout 
the state in this newest mode of musical expression. 

In many respects we have reached the nationalistic style of musical 
expression our early Kansas composers searched for. It is found in jazz and the 
many masterpieces of twentieth-century music by composers such as Aaron 
Copland, Samuel Barber, Douglas Moore or the nonconformist Charles Ives. At 
last, Americans trained in American universities and conservatories are writing 
on nationalistic subjects and using indigenous thematic material. 

The music our Kansas composers are writing today may not, in the broader 
stylistic sense, vary greatly from the music of their colleagues in other regions of 
the country, but that it is music written by Kansans for the enrichment of 
everyone everywhere is the important fact. 

"Coal Creek Library," quilt block by Jean Mitchell. From the Douglas County 
Bicentennial Quilt. 
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Tales. Tall and Short 
William E. Koch 

They tell them tall in Kansas. Not around campfires but around parked campers 
and trailers at our lakes, around town pool halls, around clusters of men at 
county fairs, rodeos, festivals and even at county church bazaars. It matters 
little how serious the conversation; sooner or later, an older citizen close to the 
land will spin a tall one, either to enlighten the conversation or possibly to make 
a point on the subject at hand, probably weather or crops. This does not by any 
means exclude the family circle in which traditional stories persist, entertaining 
as they did during pioneer days by matching a humorous narrative to 
cir cum stance. 

Tall tales are for the eye as well as for the ear; the printed word cannot 
indicate gestures, deadpan expression or the aura of complete credulity 
associated with this kind of verbal tradition. No matter how outrageous the 
content of the tale may be, there is sober testament of it actually having 
happened. Set in a realistic framework, the contrast between fact and fancy is 
mellowed. Local color and circumstantial detail lend reliability by reinforcing 
the situation as either a first-hand account or the word of a friend, informant or 
local newspaper. Listeners are aware of the hoax but enjoy suspending disbelief 
to see how the situation is to resolve itself. 

Not purely an American contribution to humor, tall tales or "windies," as 
they are sometimes called, developed early along America's eastern seaboard, 
and then reached a crescendo in the broad expanse of our fabulous 
trans-Mississippi West. Later, the full bloom concentrated on our central Great 
Plains. The tall one seemed to be an essential part of the struggle confronting the 
settler's and homesteader's spirit as he conquered and survived or lost and left. 

The tall tales .presented here are from a larger collection that includes other 
types of humorous anecdotes such as the shaggy dog and numbskull tales. A few 
of these selected tales have European counterparts, but mostly they arose in 
Kansas Oil the Plains area. 

Of importance are the notes concerning collectors and the people from 
whom they gathered these tales, for it is my students who have been the 
foundation for considerable folklore gathering. I want to acknowledge and thank 
them heartily for helping to provide me with wonderful stories straight from the 
lips of our people. No dust has gathered on our collection. 

219 
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Naturally, bits of these tall ones are absorbed by the younger people 
around, although their minds are probably not yet enlightened to the shady 
truths embellished by their elders. But the element of the marvelous sticks 
vividly. Later when a college assignment in folkliterature requires collecting an 
anecdote, memories of p1!ople and places are stirred, and the assignment 
becomes not a part of the academe so much as a part of a fascinating unwritten 
record of Americana. . 

Yes, they tell them, still, in Kansas! Good stories and jokes never die; our 
tales return, somewhat altered perhaps, somewhat retuned, but still the same 
funny bone. Utilizing exaggeration, as the tall tale does, may not get one belly 
laughs, but clever exaggeration can give us a perspective .... Sure the wind blows 
hard, even so hard the early-day Kansan had to milk in a jug and then cork the 
jug before going to the house. Or, "You know the wind keeps blowing my hens 
up against the barn, holds them there and they can't lay their eggs. I have to pull 
them down, or they'd starve to death." 

A Real Tornado 

"I'd like to invite you all out to my place to go hunting with me. Ya know, I live 
about as far west as you can go without heading on into Colorado, and my place 
has quite a reputation for some mighty good hunting. 

A couple of years ago I invited a couple of my politician friends from back 
east out to hunt. They had never been hunting and decided that they really 
wanted to do it in style and 'rough it.' So we started out early in the morning 
with not even a thing to eat. 

Like I said, my place has the reputation for hunting and this day was no 
exception. About middle afternoon we were ready to eat, so we built a fire and 
cleaned the pheasants and put a big black kettle of water on to boil. 

One other thing I ought to tell you about is the tornadoes that come up in 
western Kansas. Well, that day we saw one a comin' down the road, so we ran. 
and took cover in a ditch. When the tornado had passed over, we came out of 
the ditch and there was the fire still a burnin', but you know that big black 
kettle was turned wrong side out. The water was boilin' and in the water were 
two Canadian geese and a catfish!" (Collected by Laurel Ann Minturn, from Rod 
Bentl~y of Dighton.) 
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The Quail Hound 

My father loves to hunt and around Christmas time, when the whole family gets 
together, tall hunting stories always fly. This one is told in some form nearly 
every year. (Daddy is a quail hunter, and his pride and joy is an English Setter 
named Lady.) 

"Well," Daddy would say, "old Lady has done some pretty good things 
with that nose of hers, but last season she topped them all. We were walking 
along the sidewalk when she came to a dead point. I figured she must have been 
run too hard this season because there was no place for quail to hide in sight. 
Well, I searched around for a while, and still couldn't find anything, so I tried to 
get her to move on. She was stiff though and wouldn't budge. I saw a man 
standing by the corner cafe, watching us, and since Lady was pointed in his 
direction, I went over and asked him if he had any birds in his jacket. The guy 
said he'd never been hunting before, so I knew it couldn't be that and was just 
about to give up on old Lady when the guy came up with the solution. Seems his 
name was Bob White." (From Susan Barnhart of Wichita, who hunts with her 
father.) 

The Old Buck Sheep 

Well, Dad got this young buck sheep with a bunch of ewes that he bought. Sis 
and I were quite attached to the ram as he was quite a pet. But as time wore on, 
the ram turned mean. He would hit anything that moved. He was a big, rugged 
ram, fully 350 pounds. He got so mean that he was ·knocking trees down 
whenever he saw the leaves fluttering. 

Well, Dad was bent over fixing a feed bunk one day. The ram saw a hammer 
swinging so he backed off and hit Dad square in the rear, busting the bunk as he 
did so. Dad picked himself up out of the dirt and was determined to finish off 
that ram. He got a ·big double-bitted ax and tied it to a rope. He then attached 
the rope to a branch on. a big oak tree. As Dad swung the ax · back and forth, the 
ram saw the ax and charged. He hit the ax squarely in the middle of his head and 
it split him clear in half. 

Sis and I saw what happened, and feeling sorry for the old ram, Sis ran into 
the house and got a needle and some thread. Sis and I sewed the ram together. 
Only problem we had was that when we completed the job, we had two legs up 
and two legs down. It turned out that the buck sheep was the fastest sheep in all 
the country. We couldn't even run him down with a horse. He would run on two 
legs for awhile and then turn over and run on the other two legs. (Collected by 
Jim Phillips of Valley Falls, who said an oldtimer used to tell him this story.) 



222 WORD 

Hoop Snake on the Kaw River 

Well, one summer evenin', I was out in my garden a hoein' my beans. I had a 
little farm on the Kaw River. Anyway, I was working right down the row when I 
heard this rustlin' noise off over in the weeds. I didn't pay it much mind at first 
till it got louder and louder and it started hissing· too. So I looked up and saw the 
strangest sight I ever seen-scariest, too, for that matter. . 

A big ole hoop rolled out into my garden a headin' right towards me. It was 
a movin' fast, too. I couldn't tell what it was at first, being scared and all, but it 
didn't take me long to figure it out. It was a hoop snake and it was a mighty big 
one too. Hoop snakes are the most feared varmits in the whole valley. They 
move from place to place by grabbing <}. hold of their tails with their teeth so as 
to make a big hoop, and then they roll along the ground. 

Well, I didn't wait around long; I dropped the hoe and ran on into the 
house. I latched the doors and didn't come out till the next morning. I heard 
many tales about how poisonous these hoop snakes are, but I didn't rightly 
believe t4em. The next morning when I went out into my garden, it was plain to 
see that the oid hoop snake had struck my hoe, for it was so swelled up that we 
chopped it up and used it for firewood for the next two winters. They were 
mighty cold ones too, if I 'member right. (Collected by Ronald Parks of 
Minneapolis, Kansas, from Caroll Parks.) 

Black Joe, the Hunter 

My grandfather, ~illiam Olson, used to tell this story · to us when we were young. 
He said he had a neighbor by the name of Bob, who had an extremely smart 
horse, Black Joe. He claimed that Black Joe could point birds just as dogs did, 
by pointing his tail. 

A neighbor of Bob's wanted to go hunting one day and so asked Bob if he 
could borrow Black Joe. (He really just wanted to see if the story about Black 
Joe was true.) To get to the best place to hunt from Bob's farm, one had to cross 
a small stream. It was only about a foot deep so shouldn't have caused a horse 
any problem in crossing, but, for some strange reason, Black Joe refused to cross 
the stream. 
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After many fruitless efforts, the neighbor, being a little disgusted at the 
whole situation, returned to Bob's home. Bob, seeing him coming, chuckled as 
he knew what the problem was. 

When he asked the neighbor what the problem was, the neighbor retorted, 
"Bob, I always thought you were an honest man, but now I have my doubts. 
This 'smart' horse of yours wouldn't even cross the stream." 

To which Bob replied, "Oh, that's because Black Joe would rather fish than 
hunt any day!" (Collected by Barbara Williamson, who remembers it from her 
grandfather.) 

The Bedbug 

An old Texan came to Kansas for a visit. He stayed all night in a rooming house. 
The next morning the proprietor took him out to show him a few of the things 
we have in Kansas. He showed him the largest and finest horses they had. The 
old Texan said: "Why, they wouldn't make sucking colts for our horses." 

Then the proprietor showed him some of the largest and fmest cattle. The 
old Texan said: "Why, they wouldn't make sucking calves for our cows." 

Next the proprietor showed him some of the tallest corn with very large 
ears on it. The old Texan said: "Why, we have to have a step ladder to get our 
ears, which are two feet long." 

The next morning the proprietor took a walk and was wondering what he 
could find that was larger than what the old Texan had. He just happened to 
find a prairie turtle and took it home and put it in the old Texan's bed. That 
night when the old Texan went to bed, he called the proprietor and said there 
was something in his bed. The proprietor went to his room and threw the 
blanket back and said: "Why, that's only a bedbug." 

And the old Texan said, "I know but ain't he a little one!" (Collect<?d by 
Virginia Haller from Andrew Haller, both of rural Atwood.) 
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The Fish Riders 

I have a neighbor at home . who is a great fisherman, so he says, although I have 
never seen any fish that he has caught. Joh~ tells one story about his fishing 
experiences when he was younger that usually leaves people bewildered. John 
was raised near Red Cloud, Nebraska, and tells of how he and his friends used to 
go fishing, not with fishing tackle but with their hands. They would wade into 
water about waist deep and feel around for the big ones that swim in the shallow 
water. They would grab the large fish and ride them until they wore them out 
and then drag them ashore, weigh and measure them and rest before attempting 
another ride. One man from Kansas I remember asked John how many people 
those four-foot seventy-five-pound fish would feed.John's reply, "Oh, they were 
too tough to eat so we just dumped them back into the water." (Collected by 
Terry B. Jackson ofSt. Francis, from john Houchin, also of St. Francis.) 

Gretchen's Arithmetic Lesson 

One morning while quail hunting in the Smoky Hills near Salina, I ran across old 
Barbwire Baylor and his dog Gretchen. Now Barbwire and his dog were good 
hunters, and they didn't hestiate when it came to telling you so. Why, I could 
tell stories about that pair that could only be matched by the ones he told about 
himself. 

Well, I said good morning and asked how his dog was. 
Old Baylor replied, "She's a getting smarter, but I'm not so worried. I can 

still beat her three out of five games at checkers." 
Just then Gretchen went on point with her nose buried in a brush pile. 
Baylor called out, "How many, Gretchen?" 
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The dog pawed the ground three times and sure enough, three quail 
flushed. 

Not about to let him get away with this supreme boast, I quickly wagered 
five dollars against the dog repeating this feat. 

Upon nearing the end of a hedgerow, Gretchen once more went on point 
and her master called out, "How many, Gretchen?" 

The dog picked up a stick in her mouth and began to shake it wildly. 
I laughed and asked for five dollars as I had won the wager. But Barbwire 

just screamed, "Get your gun ready, there's more birds in there than you can 
shake a stick at!" (Collected by W. James Lasley of Alma, from Eldon Ayers of 
Randolph.) 

The Hound That Wouldn't Quit 

The story is often told around coon-hunting circles of one old backwoods hunter 
who at one time owned the best old hound that ever straddled a track. This old 
hound was so good that all the old hunter would have to do was to set the 
proper-size stretching board on the porch, and the hound would go out and find 
a coon just the right size to fit the board. This arrangement worked out quite 
well for many years. If the old coon hunter wanted a small coon to eat, he 
would set a small board out. If he needed a little money and wanted to sell a 
large coon hide, he would set out a large board. 

There came a day though in the early spring, after a particularly good 
winter when the old hound thought he· could master any task that his master set 
before him, that the hunter's wife mistakenly set the ironing board on the porch. 
Well, when the old hound saw the board, he gazed at it for a while and then set 
out about his assigned duty. Many months went by and not hide nor hair was 
seen of the hound. Everybody thought he was gone forever until one day the old 
hound came home dragging a bear onto the porch. To this day the feats of that 
one old hound are unmatched. He became a legend in his own time. (Collected 
by Roger Wells of McCune, from Ted Brown, a coon hunter from southeast 
Kansas.) 
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The Big Snake 

Back when I wa'.s a boy, Carl Harder used to tell me this story about his 
grandfather. They had quite a few head of cattle, and one day Carl's grandfather 
and a neighbor were out rounding up some strays. There were a couple of calves 
down by a gulley, bawling. His grandfather rode down to see about them. He 
heard something threshing around in the grass and rode a little closer to see what 
it was. His horse shied and jumped and rolled her eyes, then froze still as a 
statue. His grandfather looked down to see what was causing this commotion, 
and I'll be darned if he didn't freeze in the saddle. There looking at him with 
eyes as big as milkpails was the biggest snake he'd ever seen. He pulled his eyes 
away and kicked his horse, but the little strawberry roan could't move; she just 
stared at the snake. 

He called to his neighbor across the pasture and told him to keep his eyes 
on him and ride between him and the snake to break its spell on his horse. 

"But whatever you do, don't look down, and keep your horse's head up," 
his grandfather said. · 

The neighbor did as he was told, and the minute that other horse rode 
between the little roan and the snake, she regained her senses and bounded away 
like lightning. 

"We could hear that snake blowing and bellowing like a bull, but we never 
went back to find it," his grandfather said. (Collected by Janice Horsch of Yates 
Center, from August Koenig, who said it was one of his grandfather's favorite 
tales.) 

Big Mosquitos 

I heard this tale about three summers ago on a hot, still summer evening while 
working at my father's filling station. It was that time of the summer when the 
mosquitos are real bad, and they were especially bad that evening. It was just 
getting dark and my father and I were standing in the office talking, when old 
Charlie walked in. We greeted him and my father said something like, "The 
mosqµitos are sure bad tonight aren't they, Charlie." 

"Yeah'' he replie'd, "but I've seen 'em worse. I remember when I started 
farmin' out north of town here. Me an.cl the wife had just moved on the place 
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and it was right down near the creek. Well, I'll tell you the mosquitos was bad 
that year. I recall one evenin' I was down a doin' the milkin' and a sweatin' and a 
swattin' mosquitos. I mean they was bad! Well, as I was sayin', I was a milkin' 
and I heard somethin' a rattlin' and a clankin'. Well sir, I turned around and 
looked over my shoulder and there sat a big ol' mosquito, and you know, that 
sucker had his foot in a steel trap! Now I know you may not believe this, but I 
can prove it. He was so weighted down with that big trap a hangin' on his foot 
that he could hardly fly, so I reached over my shoulder and caught him. As I say, 
I can prove this here little story, cause I still got that steel trap at home!" 
(Collected by Charles Johnson of Burr Oak, from Charlie Foster.) 

The Chicken Dog 

There lived an old chicken farmer up in the northeast corner of Kansas. Now he 
was always fussin' and fumin' about having to take care of his damn chickens, 
but it was a source of income, so he kept them around. One brisk night in late 
fall after he had retired to bed for the evening, he heard the chickens making 
quite a lot of commotion. Much to his dismay, he got up and went out to see 
what was causing the upheaval. He didn't bother to dress or even put on an 
overcoat but grabbed his gun, and out the door he trotted. Little did he know 
that his dog followed him through the door and to the chicken pen. It was about 
thirty steps to the chicken house, and when he got there he opened the door and 
peeked through. The dog was curious, so he wanted to look too. He got so close 
he stuck his cold, wet nose in the trap door of the chicken farmer's longjohns 
and scared the farmer so royally that his gun discharged, killing thirteen 
chickens. He had to spend the rest of the night cleaning chickens. (Collected by 
Linda Ault, who learned it from her mother of rural Wamego.) 

Grandpa's Mitchell Car 

Grandpa bought a Mitchell car in 1908 or 1909, one of the first in Kansas with a 
Presto light. A Presto light burnt off of kerosene or fuel oil in a container and 
was the light for the Mitchell, so Grandpa could drive in the dark. 

Grandpa drove the car to church every Sunday and took exceptionally 
good care of it, changing the oil often, in fact about every time he drove it. He 
also covered the Mitchell with a canvas every night so as to keep it clean and 
protected from the elements. 

Grandpa became interested in California and drove the Mitchell out there 
very often. Today the old Mitchell sets in a garage on the farm Grandpa 
homesteaded, farmed now by a cousin. It looks the same as if it were new yet 
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because of this good care from Grandpa, but it has one defect. There are two 
holes in the windshield from Grandpa looking so hard through the windshield 
over the many miles it has been driven. One hole is smaller than the other; it 
corresponds to the eye Grandpa squinted as he drove. The car sets in the shed 
today with a traffic ticket on it to get the windshield repaired before it can be 
driven. (Collected by Dennis L. Wells of Rock, from George Nichols of 
Manhattan. George's grandfather lived in Cuba, Kansas.) 

Old Red 

I hate to talk about old Red because it always makes me sad, "corse" you know, 
I lost him; yep, I lost him. There will probably never be another .like him. 

Early in the season any old dog can find birds, but later on it takes a real 
dog to find them quail birds. Red and me "usta" always find them though. 
That's 'cause we hunted the plum thickets. You see when the birds get scared up 
a couple or three times they fly into the plum thickets, 'cause most all hunters 
and practically all dogs hates to go near them. 

Late in December, other dogs and their hunters would spend all day 
hunting and end up with a few cold, old, stiff birds, but me an' old Red could go 
out almost any day for an hour or so and come back with ten warm birds (ten 
was the limit then) just 'cause we hunted the plum thickets. 

Those old thickets were rough on old Red though. Why, by the end of the 
season he wouldn't have hardly a hair left on his head; he would scratch them all 
off in the thickets. It would get so bad by the end of the season you could see 
the blood pumping through the veins there where all the red hair had been wore 
off. Got so I use to have to tie a bonnet on him to protect his head. That's how I 
identified him when that farmer called. 

You see, that December me and old Red was a hunting in the north end of 
the county when I lost him; I looked all over for him, but he just wasn't 
anywhere, so I had to give up. Well, come spring the farmer who owns the land 
we was a hunting on calls me up, and he said that he had found my dog. I got so 
excited, I just dropped the phone and drove out there in the truck. When I got 
there, I said to the farmer: "So you found old Red." Well, he says that I had 
better come with him and see what he had to show me. 

We walked across the field to where he was a clearing out a plum thicket, 
and he points to it and says, "There's your dog." 

I looks in there and there was a skeleton of a dog, on point. I knew it was 
Red because of the bonnet on his head. I crawls in to have a closer look and 
there in front of Red's skeleton is a whole covey of quail skeletons. That old dog 
held them that .long! (Collected by Charles Bartlett of Atchison. Said he learned 
the story '!-S a boy in his father's feed store.) 
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Fish Sense 

A friend of mine, Fred Stewart, and I have been fishing together for many years 
and have always enjoyed fishing with each qther. We were fishing on Lake 
Milford last summer and were having fair. luck when Fred hooked into a big one. 
He could hardly get it close to the boat to get a look at it, let alone land it. After 
playing the fish for about thirty minutes, he decided he was snagged. But he 
figured the fish was still on because he felt a tug on his line. He talked about 
breaking the line and letting the fish go. 

It was about this time when two scuba divers from Fort Riley appeared on 
the bank close by. Fred asked me if I thought one of them would go down and 
sec what he had hooked, so I asked them and they agreed to see what they could 
do. One of them swam to the boat, fixed his equipment and got hold of the line 
in his fingers. He then submerged in the water to go down to take a look. He 
came up in a few minutes and said Fred had a big one hooked, but that it was in 
an old car body, and he would have a hard time getting him out. Excitedly, Fred 
asked him if he would try again. The diver agreed and was down for a few 
minutes when he came up disgusted and said it was no use. The fish weighed 
from fifteen to twenty pounds, but the diver could not get him out of the car 
body. Fred asked why he couldn't bring the fish up, and the diver answered, 
"Every time I tried to reach into the car body to bring him out, the fish would 
roll up the window!" (Collected by Lawrence Jones of Junction City, who 
relates it as his father told it.) 

The Hoppers of 1931 

The summer of 1931 was a real hot, dry one, as related by Bill Hensen, a 
slow-talking pioneer in the northwestern Kansas town of Gem. As he tells it, the 
grasshoppers were so bad they would eat overalls off the clothes line, leaving 
only the buttons and suspender buckles in a pile on the ground. Pitchforks left 
in the stack over the noon hour had their handles so badly chewed that they 
were too rough on the hands to use. If there were any handles left, they were 
too thin for use. 

There was some wheat that year to harvest, but it was scanty due to 
drought and "hopper" damage. So in hopes of getting their seed back, farmer&·· 
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tried to harvest it with their headers. Hoppers made life miserable for the harvest 
hands, chewing things up and often not stopping with nonhuman food. When 
they got parched, occasionally one would take a bite out of the back of a man's 
neck to add flavor and moisture to its tobacco. Once a man left his team of 
horses out at a wheat stack while he ate dinner. When he came back, the hoppers 
had eaten the horses and were pitching horseshoes to see who got the harness. 
(Collected by Larry S. Hefty, from Nick Schroeder of rural Colby.) 

Monty Goes Hunting 

Back when I was a youngster, I liked to go rabbit hunting. Now, it took a lot of 
skill to hunt rabbits; you just didn't take a gun and go out and look for rabbits 
to kill. First of all, you have to find a rabbit stick. This stick has to be four feet, 
three and one-half inches long and about three inches in diameter. Most of the 
time you can find a tree branch that will work. Then you find a spot where you 
can hide. When you are all ready for the rabbits, you call "here rabbit, here 
rabbit, here rabbit." (You must call in a very deep voice that is on the rabbits' 
level of smartness, so you sound like an idiot calling.) When the rabbits come 
hopping up, you bang them o~er the head with your rabbit stick. A good hard 
bang takes care of most rabbits. Some of the bigger ones may need to be hit 
twice. The rabbits come very thick sometimes, and it doesn't take long to get 
enough rabbits for several days. 

Of course, if no rabbits come, you know that there aren't any rabbits in the 
county. 

One afternoo:l I was getting tired of killing rabbits, so I called "here bear." 
Now this was a big mistake because I had forgotten my bear stick. A good bear 
stick is ten feet, seven and three-eighths inches long and about six inches in 
diameter. A bear stick is shaped like a baseball bat so that you can handle it 
better. Now out of nowhere there came a big black bear. I was so scared that I 
dropped my rabbit stick and ran home. After awhile I got up enough courage to 
get my bear stick and go out there after that bear. I found that bear sitting 
behind a bush with the rabbit ~tick calling "here rabbit." Doggone if that bear 
didn't have more rabbits than I. (Collected by Ruth Marr of Formoso, Kansas, 
from Monty Presco'tt of Harveyville.) 

The Fast Rabbit 

It seems that when my father was young that his father had a young Negro hired 
hand, who upon returning from rabbit hunting·one day, told the following story. 

"When I was a hunting today, I ~ied a jack a sitting not far away just a 
daring me to shoot 'im. So I lines up my long tom and ft.red. And you know 
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when the smoke from that black powder cleared away, that ole jack was still a 
sitting there. Well, I considers myself a pretty fair shot so I reloads and fires 
again, and when the smoke cleared away, there set Mr. Jack. By now I figures 
there's sumpting wrong. But this time when I fl.red, I holds the shotgun out away 
from me so that I can see. And you know when that jack saw the flash of the 
shot, he jumps straight up in the air and the shot goes right under him. Well, I 
don't know how jack found out the secret of the shotgun, but I reloads again, 
and this time I aims about two feet above Mr. Jack. I got Mr. Jackrabbit. 
(Collected by Ralph Arnott from Chester Arnott, both of Blue R~pids.) . 

Jug Fishin' 

The bait stores up home sponsor a radio show. It's a sportsman show. Every 
week during the summer there's a radio show in the morning that gives prizes for 
the biggest fish caught during the week. For first prize, they always gave a 
$10.00 gift subscription. Second prize was $4.00 worth of gas at a local gas 
station. I had my name announced over the radio once. I caught a 
fourteen-pound carp and I was mighty proud of it. 

During the spring and fall many people catch bass, but in July it takes a 
good man to do this. There was one old fella that lived in town. I'd always hear 
his name for catching fish in July. I wanted to find out how he was a catchin' 
these fish so I went over and talked with the old fella. 

He must a took a likin' to me. He said he never had taken anyone fl.shin' 
with him, but he said he'd take me if I'd keep my lip closed. So I agreed to keep 
my mouth shut. 

The old man told me to come by at four the next morning. We headed for 
the shed to get together some of the fishin' equipment. In the shed there must. 
have been close to fifty gallon cider jugs, all empty. He told me to gather about 
twelve jugs and load them in the car. Then he gathered up a baseball bat, a net 
and a gallon cider jug with a two- or three-pound bass corked up in the bottle. 
He told me this was his bait. He said he'd put the bass in the bottom when he 
was real tiny, and now it couldn't get out. 
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We drove to the county lake and got in his boat. It was still dark and the 
sun was just barely crawlin' up from underneath the covers. We took the boat 
out to the middle of the lake. Then we filled all the empty jugs with water and 
sunk them in a circle around. the boat. Then we tied a string to the jug with the 
bait and lowered it down into the lake. 

Suddenly I heard a tap ... tap ... thump .•. thump. A fish floated up and 
the old man knocked him over the head with the bat and scooped it up into the 
net. A few minutes later the same thing happened again. I just kept my mouth 
shut. The third time this happened, he got a six-pound bass. That was quite a 
lunker. Then he told me his method: he said bass were real curious. They swim 
down to the bottom and try to figure out how that bass got in that bottle. They 
bash their heads on the empty jugs trying to figure it out. They knock 
themselves out, float up to the top, and then I snatch them up. (Collected by 
Jeanne Berlin of rural Meriden, from Charles Bartlett of rural Manhattan.) 

Fast Horses 

These old fellows were setting one day talking about the past at their favorite 
shady place. It seems they were telling about their driving horses and how fast 
they could run. This one story always stuck in my mind. 

One old feller by the name of Ed Pattersons, he said that one day he went 
to town, and while in town he bought two coonhound pups and put them in the 
back part of his buggy behind the seat. It was a storm-threatening day, and on 
his way home a storm came up behind him, so he just gave his horse the rein. 
When he got home and hurriedly drove in the driveway of the barn, he looked 
back to check the pups. They had both drowned, but he had not got a drop of 
rain on himself. He said that proved that his horse was a very fast one, and 
maybe that it didn't like coonhound pups! (Collected by Jane L. Parr of Delia, 
from Leroy C. Parr, also of Delia.) 
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Only One Shot 

"Did I ever tell you about the time I killed enough small game with one shot to 
feed me for a week? I was huntin' one day just south of the farm in this ole tree 
belt when I spied these six doves sittin' on one branch in the top of a tall 
cottonwood. Since I just had one shot, I thought I could get one of them at 
least. When I shot, I knew it was low and I was mighty disappointed. Come to 
find out the shot had split the branch, catching the feet of all six of those doves 
so they couldn't get loose. I ran back to the farm and got the axe. When I got 
back, I threw my coat down on a small tumbleweed and chopped down that tree 
to get those birds. You know, that ole cottonwood fell into our pond that was 
only a few feet away from it-since I was a little rusty with the axe. I hadn't 
done much choppin' since my younger days. 

I had to go out in the pond to get the doves and also two squirrels that I 
saw fall from the tree and drown. When I came out of that pond with the doves 
and the squirrels, I had dern near thirty pounds of fish trapped in my overalls!' I 
put the fish, the doves and the squirrels in a pile and picked up my coat to find 
that a rabbit that was under that small tumbleweed I threw my coat on had died 
for want of air. So, when I went home that night, I had a rabbit, two squirrels, 
six turtledoves and ·thirty pounds of fish, and I only fired one shot." (Collected 
by Darryl Smutz of Meade, as told by his grandfather, Harold Smith, who lived 
most of his life in the Oklahoma Panhandle.) 
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The Three Pals 

There were three lifelong pals that at one time had lived together. They later 
were separated, and one lived in New York, one lived in California, and the other 
one was a western Kansas farmer. They decided that it would be nice to leave 
this world together since they hadn't seen one another for some time. After 
arranging for the use· of a large furnace, they placed themselves in it to be 
cremated. Three days latez: the New Yorker was taken out, and he was burnt to a 
crisp. The Californian was taken out next, and h~ was cooked very well done. 
The western Kansas farmer was the last one to be removed. While he was being 
taken out, he remarked: "Another three days of this good hot weather, the 
wheat will be ready to cut." (Collected by Dexter Schaible of Gove, from 
Eugene Powers of Grainfield.) 



Poetry 
Lorrin Leland 

Kansas has produced a culture, including a sizable literature, of which poetry 
makes up a considerable part. Our poetry is by no means all of high quality, as 
William H. Carruth notes in his Introduction to Kansas Literature (1900): 

The weaknesses of the majority of Kansas poets are the failure to 
study faithfully and lovingly life and nature before attempting to 
present them, and the failure to master thoroughly the art of 
versifying so as to be in possession of all the requisite verse forms 
instead of being possessed by some one of them. So many times it has 
plainly been the case with those who have printed in Kansas that they 
have simply imbibed at the spring of some one poet until they are 
filled to overflowing, and then they flow, merely with what they have 
received. 

Our poets have risen above these weaknesses most often when writing about 
Kansas topics, recording the ideas and events that have shaped the history of the 
state. It is this poetry-poetry about Kansas-that I propose to discuss. The 
poems reprinted here arc but a fraction of all the poems written about Kansas, 
but together they indicate the strengths, weaknesses and scope of Kansas poetry. 

The first poems about Kansas were written and published as the Territory 
was organized in 1854. In Massachusetts, the New England Emigrant's Aid 
Company sponsored a contest through a Boston newspaper offering a prize for a 
lyric to inspire emigrants on their way to Kansas. Lucy Larcom won the 
fifty-dollar first prize with her poem "A Call to Kansas," in which the emigrants 
are told their action will "Feed the spark the Pilgrims struck I On old Plymouth 
Rock!" This poem and John Greenleaf Whittier's "The Kansas Emigrant" (also 
entered in the contest), in which he writes of the emigrants crossing "prairies as 
of old I The Pilgrims crossed the sea," marked the beginning of a tie between the 
Puritan heritage and Kansas. 

The New England Emigrant's Aid Company was a causal force in this 
connection. The company was organized largely by Eli Thayer, a Massachusetts 
businessman and philanthropist, to promote emigration from the North to 
Kansas to insure its becoming a free state. In A History of the Kansas Crusade 
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(1889), Thayer stresses that he intended it be profitable, paying returns to 
stockholders, but this proposal was unacceptable to other company directors. 
Thayer's intention to make a profit from the company may seem at odds with 
its idealistic mission; to Thayer, however, there was no contradiction between 
saving Kansas from slavery and making a profit, for his opposition to slavery was 
based not so much on its immorality, but on the advantages of free labor: 

It was my custom in all my addresses to dwell upon the inherent and 
irresistable power of free labor, and to predict its speedy triumph. 
This confidence begat enthusiasm, and the people responded in large 
and eager audiences. They were much more interested in the physical 
advantages of freedom than in the moral deformity of slavery. 

At the same time, Thayer believed that the struggle for Kansas was of utmost 
importance in the war between freedom and slavery: 

The American is little to be envied who can speak lightly of the 
decisive contest in Kansas between the two antagonistic civilizations 
of this continent. Either he does not love · his country, or is incapable 
of understanding her history. In this contest was involved the welfare 
of the human race more than it had been in any other. 

After the Civil War, Kansans felt they had played a central role in the 
outcome and attributed victory to their adherence to the traditions of Puritan 
New England. This inclusion of a Puritan tradition in the Kansas character was 
decisive, affecting the course of the state's history well into this century; as late 
as 1923 William Allen White entitled an essay "Kansas: A Puritan Survival." In 
the 1870s, with the memory of "bleeding Kansas" still fresh, poets were quick 
to praise the quality they chose to call Puritanism that had stood them through a 
crucial period, to record its effect in settling the state and to predict new and 
glorious accomplishments to be wrought by it. 

The Kansas Magazine (1872-73) was the first significant literary product of 
this New England influence, according to Carruth: 

Even to the cover it was evident that the standard of its founders was 
that of the exclusive Atlantic. And while it would be too much to 
claim that it averaged as high as its model, it is within bounds to say 
that a considerable portion of its contributions need not have blushed 
in the New England journal. 

During its publication, the Kansas Magazine was a forum from which Kansas 
culture was directed toward further assimilation of New England values. One of 
its editors, Henry Brace Norton, included his own romantic poem "Juanita" in 
the June 187 3 issue. In "Juanita" the protagonist, a "young professor from 
Yankee Land," after repelling renegades and outlaws, wins the heroine, a girl of 
mixed Spanish and Yankee blood, "trained by Puritan rule I In the Orthodox 
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church, and the graded school." In the opening "Tableau" of the poem, Norton 
displays the panorama of the prairie, directing attention first to the primitive 
and undisturbed "broad savannas of cane-like grass," then to a "fussy, 
half-fledged border town." This town has great prospects, for its inhabitants are 
New Englanders: 

'Tis said that money shall yet be made 
From Texas herds, and the Indian trade; 
By cutting marble and brewing malt; 
By mining gypsum, cement, and salt; 
And daily the streets are all alive 
With sharp-eyed swarms from the Yankee hive. 

In the span of a decade, the New England influence in Kansas was credited as 
both the source of the state's moral spirit and the progressive urge necessary for 
economic development. 

Around the turn of the century, Kate Stephens wrote "Winds of Delphic 
Kansas," another tribute to the Puritan heritage. In the poem, Stephens blends 
the Puritan ethical system with the democratic humanism of Greek civilization 
and transforms the winds of Kansas into a spirit driving the inhabitants of the 
state to rival the best achievements of both cultures. 

Even as Stephens wrote about the Puritan heritage, data contradicting the 
traditional view of Kansas as a "western New England" was being collected. 
Census figures showed that proportionately few New Englanders s~ttled here, 
and only about three thousand came with the help of the New England 
Emigrant's Aid Company. Many Kansas historians found such figures 
unimportant, as didJohnJames Ingalls: 

It is the ideas of Pilgrims, and not their descendents, that have had 
dominion in the young commonwealth which resembles primitive 
Massachusetts. 

The need to associate Kansas with the moral strength and idealism of New 
England led some historians to view the "bleeding Kansas" period as the 
determining factor in the state's character.' Not until James C. Malin reexamined 
the issue eighty years later was Kansas's link to Puritanism and New England 
explained. In "Kansas: Some Reflections on Culture Inheritance and 
Originality" Malin traces the beginning of the Puritan myth to the special 
climate in Kansas and America after the Civil War: 

The Civil War, the so-called reconstruction issues that came in its 
wake, the settlement of Kansas by an unusually large proportion of 
Union soldiers, the dominance of the Republican party, making 
Kansas virtually a one-party state, all worked to crystallize thinking 
along a fairly uniform pattern in which no doubt was entertained 
about the moral imperative-the North won the war, saved the Union, 
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freed the slave, therefore the North was morally right, and the 
Republican party claimed the credit, virtually equating the Republican 
party with the North. In terms of the mental conditioning of a whole 
people, this process was most effectively carried out. The mind of the 
Kansan, if not committed already to this point of view before coming 
to Kansas, was thoroughly indoctrinated, not in the facts of this 
history, but in ·the legend about history. 

In the same article, Malin also defines the type of Puritanism that dominated 
Kansas culture: 

So far as the Civil War legend was involved, with its moral concerns, 
the influence that had shaped thought was not New England 
Puritanism in the direct conventional sense, but rather, patriotism cast 
in the mold of the moral imperative and associated directly with living 
issues. 

Many Kansans, convinced that the moral tradition of New England had 
brought them the strength to persevere through the desperate Territorial and 
Civil War days, did not lose their radical, crusading temperament even after the 
defeat of slavery; to them it was but one of many battles necessary to make 
America the land its founders envisioned. Soon the state was absorbed in two 
issues perceived as moral questions: the prohibition of the sale of alcohol and 
the enslavement of farmer and laborer by capital. 

Both issues, especially prohibition, grew out of the strong reform 
movements that swept America in the last century. The principle most often 
share.cl by these movements was a belief in the perfection of man as a spiritual 
and societal being, and the use of political means to achieve that end. The first 
such movement most Kansans were affected by was abolition; many of those 
who came here did so to secure the state from slavery. Temperance, and later 
prohibition, replaced abolition as the great crusade. Now that Negroes were free, 
all men should be free from the slavery of alcohol; this was the next step toward 
the perfection of man. 

Before the 1880 election, the Kansas legislature passed a resolution to 
include a proposition on prohibition. Many poems were written about the issue, 
often in the form of campaign songs, and interest in the subject did not abate 
with passage of the proposition. Twenty years later, Charles Finch adroitly 
joined the topics of prohibition and the recent flooding of the Kansas River in a 
humorous vernacular poem "Banks o' Kaw": 

Rainin's warnin's forty days 
Fer the jints to mend their ways. 
But they sed, "We needn't fret, 
For old Kaw himself is wet." 



Banks o' Kaw, 
Gamest river ever saw. 
Started to enforce the law, 
Got by sort o' suction draw 
All outside inside his maw, 
Then-well, them's on Smoky Row, 
'Lowed he "let the hull thing go," 
Rocky mountains all in motion, 
Floatin' in Pacific Ocean. 
Man in Kansas City sed, 
"Temperance laws wuz good as dead," 
'Lowed when Kaw struck town that day 
"Prohibition'd come to stay." 
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In the mid-nineteenth century, the West, including Kansas, was the subject 
of a national myth. In the West, it was thought by many, America would assume 
its final shape, and the catalytic agent in this national transformatiori\vas to be 
the independent farmer, who would create a new Eden, a mythic garden of the 
world. Henry Nash Smith, who.se Virgin Land is a study of attitudes toward the 
West, sums up the myth this way: 

The image of this vast and constantly growing agricultural society in 
the interior of the continent became one of the dominant symbols of 
nineteenth-century American society-a collective representation, a 
poetic idea .•. that defined the promise of American life. The master 
symbol of the garden embraced a cluster of metaphors expressing 
fecundity, growth, increase, and blissful labor in the earth, all 
centering about the heroic figure of the idealized frontier farmer 
armed with that supreme agrarian weapon, the sacred plow. 

After the Civil War, Kansas grew rapidly; new immigrants flocked to the state in 
such numbers that the 1870 census showed the population had doubled in a 
decade. The first wave consisted mainly of Union Army veterans drawn by the 
vision of the garden. In 1879-1880 came the "exodusters," blacks from the 
Mississippi Valley, drawn by the same vision; they continued to arrive 
sporadically· for another decade. Although they set out with hopes as high as 
those of the narrator of F.E. Jerome's "Lan' Ob Kansas," many never reached 
their goal-central Kansas, where good land was available. 

Foreign immigrants began arriving here in the early 1870s, drawn by 
railroad advertisements whose descriptions were inspired by the myth of the 
garden. Coming in groups largely from England and Northern Europe, they often 
settled together on large tracts of land. These groups arrived in Kansas as the 
state was becoming a promising region for intensive farming. Technological 
innovations were helping the farmer adapt to the prairie-plains environment; 
turkey red wheat, new milling processes, harvesting machines, grain-storage 
elevators, rail transport and windmills-all led to increased efficiency and 
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Harry Kemp 

productivity. The world market also favored the farmer; foreign consumption of 
American wheat grew steadily during the 1870s, peaking in 1880. 

Pioneers believed demand would continue to keep prices high. With profits 
assured, a farm in Kansas seemed an excellent investment. Such invcstmen ts 
were not ignored by Eastern capital; agents poured into the state, urging farmers 
to borrow. With prices high and stable, many could not resist; loans allowed 
them to obtain more land and laborsaving implements. In Kansas and 
surrounding states, farms were mortgaged and then remortgaged, so that by 
1887, the highest per capita debt in the nation was in the prairie-plains region. A 
crash began in 1886. Adverse weather ruined the cattle industry and reduced 
harvests, bringing financial ruin for many farmers. In the worst years ( 1889-93 ), 
there were over eleven thousand farm foreclosures in Kansas. 

The myth of the garden that had filled the pioneer farmers with a sense of 
heroism now became a bitter mockery. Another older myth, which farmers once 
boasted of having dispelled by their success on the prairie, came back to haunt 
them. The area that had attracted so many immigrants with its reputation as a 
potential garden had been known earlier as the Great American Desert. The 
desert myth, given impetus by the reports of the Pike and Long expeditions, was 
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based on the assumption that civilization could not be extended into areas, like 
the prairie-plains, lacking forests and navigable rivers. 

Many farmers began to think they had been duped by unscrupulous 
politicians and capitalists. Disillusionment was deep and bitter; just as the desert 
myth precluded settlement in the region, the garden myth precluded failure, and 
the incongruity between reality and myth heightened the farmers' sense of 
betrayal. Through groups like the Farmers' Alliance and the Grange, they united 
in protest against the forces they thought oppressive. 

At first the agrarian revolt had no political arm; then, farmers' and laborers' 
groups convened at Topeka in June 1890 and organized the People's, or 
Populist, party. The results in November were telling; ninety of one hundred 
thirty-four seats in the legislature were won by the new party. John James 
Ingalls, Republican senator from Kansas for eighteen years, was replaced by a 
Populist. Although the party's success was of short duration, many of its goals 
were later enacted by the two major parties, which learned the farmer was a 
force to be reckoned with. 

The reaction of poets to the agrarian revolt was divided. Some poets 
ignored the farmer's problems and wrote epic poetry about the Territorial period 
and the Civil War; Thomas Brower Peacock's Rhyme of the Border War (1880), 
Joel Moody's "The Song of Kansas" (1890) and John Preston Campbell's The 
Land of Sun and Song (1888) illustrate this tendency. Other poets supported the 
Populist cause by writing poetry and new lyrics to familiar ballads and hymns. 
There was a religious fervor in the Populist movement, and pamphlets like The 
People's Party Campaign Songster became hymnals for the party's faithful. The 
Songster includes Sol L. Long's "How I Lost My Farm," a rewriting of the 
traditional "Billy Barnes from Norville Town." 

Despite a return to prosperity, the desert myth lingered on into this 
century and surfaced in the work of later Kansas poets. P. Roy Brammell's 
"Desert" is typical of the work done by these poets, as is C.L. Edson's "The 
Prairie Pioneers"; the view of Kansas common to such poems is one of a desolate 
land held in the grip of some malevolent force that defeats and destroys those 
who challenge its supremacy. To these poets, the Kansas heritage was warped 
and hypocritical. C.L. Edson continued the attack on the Puritan tradition in 
Kansas culture in his autobiography, The Great American Ass ( 1926): 

I had come out of the Kansas culture, which is a derivation of the 
Harvard culture because Kansans are derived from the Puritan tribe. 
And this Kansas culture with its hatred of the superior man, and its 
belief in magic, clairvoyance, food from the atmosphere, Federal aid 
from governmental Santa Clauses and its identifying itself with the 
downtrodden beasts under a cruel master, was a tribal propaganda that 
forever disgusted me with all tribal propaganda. 

Edson thought such beliefs indicated a strain of fanaticism in the free-staters 
who settled the state. In "Horace Greeley in Kansas," he connects the 
single-minded zeal of men like Greeley with the growth of totalitarian systems 
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like Communism, and in "John Brown of Osawatomie," he tries to strip away 
the mantle of heroic martyrdom and expose Brown as a monomaniac: 

John Brown said, "If you free the slave, you will end all 
human ills," 

But the world continued sick, and later prophets have offered 
these later remedies: 

Free Silver, 
Phrenology, 
Paper Bag Cookery, 
Grape Juice, 
Soviet Government 

And a law to prevent the rich packer from putting Benzoate of Soda 
in the poor man's tomato catsup. 

While Edson and other poets were critical of Kansas culture, another poet, 
J.M. Metcalf, was fearful that Kansas culture was being eroded. A poem by 
Metcalf appeared in the revived Kansas Magazine (1909) that examined a Kansas 
emerging from primitive rural conditions into a sophisticated, less agrarian 
society. The first stanza of "Yesterday and Today" depicts a pioneer facing "the 
unknown west without a fear," while the second stanza describes his son 
motoring along a city street "with dizzy haste that no obstruction heeds. " 
MetcalPs description leaves little doubt as to his preference; he sees the 
contemporary Kansan as both spiritually weaker and emotionally less mature 
than his pioneer forebears because of the softness of modern life. While his work 
fits into a broad thematic category of literature about the West, its importance 
in Kansas poetry is that Metcalf was one of few poets in this period to question 
the rush toward modernity. His poetry implies that Kansas derives strength from 
its agrarian economy and simple social order. 

Shortly after the appearance of MetcalPs work, two student poets at th e 
University of Kansas also expressed concern with the spread of urbanism and th e 
modern values of the East. These poets- Willard Wattles and Harry Kemp- saw 
Kansas as a bastion of uncorrupted Americanism. Wattles outlines their position 
in his Preface to Sunflowers, an anthology of Kansas poetry (1914 ): 

At that time in our pardonable enthusiasm, we argued that, since the 
centers of American literature had moved in the past from New York 
in the days of Irving and Cooper to New England in th e days of 
Hawthorne and Emerson; thence in a later day to Indiana and 
Chicago; overlooking the fact that California has developed a literature 
of her own, that the next logical camping p1ace of the muses should be 
on the banks of the "Kaw." ... After living for three years in New 
England, I am not so certain that we were entirely wrong. 
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Helen Rhoda Hoopes 

Wattles and Kemp saw the East as decadent and simperingly urbane; they 
wanted to protect the purity of Kansas and infuse the rest of the nation with its 
vital heritage, which was rooted in pioneer America. They thought the state, 
with its vibrant economy and relatively classless social structure, could become 
the cultural and moral center of the nation. 

In Wattles' poetry, the East is "wanton," "degenerate," an "ulcered 
Carcass, bedecked like a courtesan," peopled by "men with scars of license and 
women with shoulders bare," while Kansas is the stronghold of "young strength 
of manhood undrained in harlotry." The sexual images in Wattles' work are 
intentional; for him it took such strong language to show how dangerous a lure 
the East was to Westerners. 

Harry Kemp later famous as the "hobo poet," says nothing of the East in 
his work: he concentrates instead on Kansas, emphasizing the state's unique 
destiny in an impressionistic blend of its past and present. "A Wheat-Field 
Fantasy" displays this technique, with the focus moving from the present 
wheatfie1d to the ancient sea that once covered the state, until the two merge: 
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And the waves gave place to the wheatlands 
Myriad-touched with gold-

Then my soul felt century-weary 
And untold aeons old; 

For a rock-ledge sloped beside me 
And the lime-traced shells it bore 

Had plied that ancient ocean 
Each with a sentient oar. 

Wattles and Kemp left Kansas before 1920; they left behind them 
Sunflowers-and a growing interest in Kansas literature and culture. 

· In the early 1920s, an unprecedented interest in the artistic expression of 
regional materials and values developed in Kansas. William Allen White, in an 
essay in These United States, said that Kansas artists had yet to deal successfully 
with Kansas life and history and called for new efforts: 

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 
it is 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 roads and do not see them. The wind in the 
cottonwoods lisps songs as full of meaning as those the tides sing, and 
we are deaf. The meadow lark, the redbird, the quail live with us and 
pipe to us all through the year, but our musicians have not returned 
the song. The wide skies at night present the age-old mystery of life, in 
splendor and baffling magnificence, yet only one Kansas poet, Eugene 
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 a~ 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. 
S~rely the righteousness 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. 

This sudden interest in regional art in Kansas was not an isolated 
phenomenon but part of a national trend in the 1920s and '30s. Many forces 
were responsible for this, but perhaps most important was World War I. The war 
drew America's attention to Europe, and the contrast between cultures was 
brought into sharp focus. The attraction Europe held for many American artists 
was disturbing in that it seemed a judgment against American culture. After the 
war, the mass media-movies, radio and the large metropolitan 
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newspapers-aided by the automobile, which offered escape from traditional 
mores and limited horizons, partially effaced the long-standing geographical and 
cultural boundaries between regions and began to unite them in a new culture. 
National in scope, with an emphasis on an urban environment, this new culture 
offered diverse entertainments and a more elastic moral code than previous 
regional cultures. 

In Kansas, artists found it difficult to produce work in the··local context 
without seeming provincial in comparison to the art available through the media. 
The reaction of Kansas poets to the challenge of developing a Kansas aesthetic 
and competing with the national media for the local audience was 
unenthusiastic. Helen Rhoda Hoopes asserts in "Wisdom of Pine Trees" that 
Kansans have no appreciation for the sort of rough beauty that would 
necessarily be part of any Kansas aesthetic: 

The wisdom of pine trees is to grow 
Where a gardener can find them when they are 

slim and small 
And easily transplantable. 
Then they will march majestically 
Before the mansions of the very rich 
Together with roses and magnolias 
And other attributes of a hand-decorated lawn 
On which a cultivated child or two 
May dance decorously. 

Pine trees that grow on the gnawed brink 
Of dirty gullies in the state of Kansas 
Merely have poems written about them: 
Poems that are never read . 

. Richard Scneder belittles the possibility for successful regional art in similar 
fashion in "Poetless Kansas"; mass culture, calculated to win wide acceptance 
through its offer of escapism, had, in his view, already captivated the state. 

Despite the strength of the national media, Kansas poetry flourished in 
these years. One reason for this was the Kansas Authors' Club (KAC). The Club, 
founded in Topeka in 1904 as a local writers' organization, went statewide in 
1905 and incorporated in 1913. Only about half its membership wrote poetry; 
the others were novelists, playwrights, historians and journalists. The club 
published bulletins and yearbooks, and these publications provided a valuable . 
forum for Kansas poetry. In the 1920s, KAC members were extremely active. 
Helen Rhoda Hoopes edited the anthology Contemporary Kansas Poetry (1927), 
and The Harp, a poetry magazine, was published and edited by KAC members 
Leslie Wallace and May Williams Ward. Since there was no Kansas Magazine from 
1912 to 1932, KAC publications and those run by its members (especially 
Arthur Capper) were a primary source of exposure for many Kansas poets. 

Most of the accomplished poets during this time were KAC members, and 
two were outstanding: Helen Rhoda Hoopes and May Williams Ward. Although 
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Hoopes wrote fow poems about Kansas, those that she did write reveal her 
feeling for the state in a powerful yet simple manner. "Winter Twilight on the 
Victory Highway" shows a Kansas farm seemingly insulated from the rush of the 
world around it. Although the radio and the nearby highway provide access to 
the outside world, the events on the farm, concerned as they are with the eternal 
cycles oflife, are more important: 

So busy is every living creature 
In the little house and in the big barn 
That not one of them cares a flip about Jurgen, 
Or the marriage problem, 
Or life at Deauville, 
Or the tendencies of modern fiction, 
Or "Sweeney among the nightingales." 
Nor would they care, even if they knew about 

such tiresome things. 
For here at home, 
New things are always going to happen, 
Really intoxicating things. 

Hoopes also writes of the fundamental qualities of Kansas life- closeness to 
the earth and the procreative processes-in "Demeter in Kansas." She emphasizes 
that such a life includes necessary renunciations: 

Yet we still say "Out here," as if exiled from home 
We must forget our forebears' heritage of mountains, hills, 
Rocks dashed with ocean spray, green wooded isles, 
Clear inland lakes, deep rivers running to the sea, 
Huge rocks, bright streams, and shallow water falls. 
The prairie is our mother. 

Although such pleasures are not available to Kansans, life on the prairie can 
magnify and sustain a certain sense of peace in the lives of those able to accept 
its terms: 

We must live happily between horizons 
Level and blue; 
We must love sun and wind and sand, 
And find waves only in ripples of wheat, 
And gold in its garnered store. 
We must travel miles of geometric roads; 
And lay our weary limbs at last 
In the brown embrace of prairie earth, 
One with Demeter and eternity. 
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May Williams Ward 

In the early 1930s, with Kansas poets still striving to capture the state's 
particular 11.mbience, events were taking place which would soon challenge them 
even further. The nation's economy was in a downward spiral, with the stock 
market in shambles, banks failing daily, industries shutting down and farm prices 
falling sharply. Farmers expected another lean period but could not foresee the 
weather conditions about to multiply their woes. Dust storms appeared almost 
from the beginning of the decade, and by 19 33 the entire region was hit by 
immense clouds of blowing dust. That summer brought no relief; temperatures 
were unusually high and a drought settled in. 

The dark clouds of dust were a powerful stimulus for Kansas poets, and 
many did their best work in this period. May Williams Ward wrote a series of 
short, incisive poems about life in the dust bowl, of which the most notable is 
"Spring in the Dust Bowl." Ed Blair, who had been writing vernacular narrative 
poetry since the 1890s, continued that technique in "That There Year o' '36," a 
humorous poem narrated by Truthful James, relating how he survived the 
drought by following the advice of his pioneer Uncle Jake. 

Perhaps the poet who worked most with the subject of the Kansas farmer 
and the conditions of the 1930s was Kenneth Porter. Using events from Kansas 
history- the grasshopper invasion of 1874, the radicalism of the 1890s, the good 
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years at the turn of the century-Porter depicts a continuous struggle by the 
farmer against an often unfair economic system and an unpredictable climate. In 
"The Happy Farmer" and "Dark Saying," he expresses directly and without 
specific historical reference the oppression of the farmer by a market that offers 
inequitable returns for his labor and may even penalize him for an unusually 
successful harvest. While these poems gain impact from their simplicity and 
brevity, Porter's longer, more complex works, like "The Ghosts of the Buffalo," 
fuse past and present trials into a somber yet magnificent hymn to the Kansas 
farmer. 

Opening with two farmers joking about their plight, "The Ghosts of the 
Buffalo" creates a historical perspective from which to view the 1930s: the dust 
bowl as revenge visited upon the despoilers of the prairie-plains by a symbol of 
that despoilation-the slaughtered herds of buffalo. Porter finds the heritage of 
Kansas to be not only the source of the farmers' strength and endurance but of 
their weaknesses as well. Rather than utilize their strength and crusading zeal in 
a struggle against the political and economic forces that drove them to destroy 
the prairie-plains, ·they stoically endure each new hardship, learning little from 
their experiences. 

In the 1950s and early '60s, the general attitude toward the Kansas heritage 
as expressed in poetry was positive: Kansans were tough, honest, hardworking 
people who had often faced tragedy and emerged triumphant. The tendency to 
sift the past and reclaim bits and pieces of Kansas ·history and tradition gained 
impetus in 1954, the centennial year of Territorial Kansas, and again in 1961, 
the centennial year of Kansas statehood. Poets were expected to produce poems 
suitable for these celebrations, but little quality work emerged. Most poems were 
vague, unconnected strings of typical Kansas images stale from overuse: the 
ocean-prairie metaphor, Coronado, Indians, buffalo, the Santa Fe and Oregon 
trails, courageous pioneers and the view of the state as a man-made farming 
empire. During this time, poets did not, as Porter had done in the ,1930s and 
'40s, connect this material in a meaningful way to contemporary Kansas; there 
was no insight, no message for Kansans. 

The situation did not substantially change until a new group of poets with 
different values began to write about the state. The Beats and Black Mountain 
poets, who adopted nontraditional, non-Western philosophies, innovative 
aesthetics and a youthful, rebellious attitude, gave new life to American poetry. 
While the Beats and Black Mountain poets had no direct influence on Kansas 
poetry in the 1950s, within ten years many of those who had been touched by 
their work were poets themselves. These modern poets, while maintaining many 
of the innovations of the 1950s, are interested in a different subject: a sense of 
place, a need to explore and define areas and locales. 

Poets have long been trying to capture the essentials of American life; that 
is perhaps the dominant theme in American art. For their part, Kansas poets 
have tried from the beginning to identify their state and distinguish it from all 
others-the modern poets attempting to do this through a new choice of 
imagery. Earlier poets often borrowed imagery from other literatures: Stephens 
and Hoopes referred to classical mythology; Porter derived some imagery 
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directly from the state (as in "The Ghosts of the Buffalo") but frequently used 
Biblical sources as well. 

The modern poets have developed a series of images based on personal 
perception of the state, sometimes augmented by historical research. They have 
sought not to evoke the spirit or temper of Kansans but rather of the place 
itself-Kansas. Often people are important in their poetry only as mechanisms of 
revelation for the locale. The earliest Kansas authors emphasize the people of 
Kansas and their effect on the land-the making of an agricultural empire from a 
desert-while the moderns want to know what effect the land has on those who 
live on it. Their interest is not on a large, societal scale, as was that of Wattles 
and Kemp; rather, they desire to learn on the personal, almost subconscious level 
what moods, experiences and images Kansans attach to the land. 

William Stafford implies in his poems that barely perceptible forces moving 
in the flat land and hazy atmosphere of Kansas somehow render life here a 
mystical experience. The locale in "One Honie" is an entire world to 
Stafford-lines like "the roof was near God" and "wherever we looked the land 
would hold us up" express the poet's conviction that the Kansas land is a force 
molding those who walk it, filling them with its own openness and vitality. 

Ronald Johnson utilizes a familiar theme-Coronado's trek through Kansas 
in search of the cities of gold. "Quivira" is not, however, typical of Coronado 
poems by other Kansas poets, for Johnson focuses not on Coronado's inability 
to foretell the future and envision fields of wheat and rows of oil pumps but on 
his failure to understand what the Quivirans tell him about the land: 

The Quivirans 
were to tell Coronado 

'the things 
where you are now 

are of great importance' 

The conquistadors were not prepared to see or feel that importance; frightened 
by buffalo and tornados, disappointed at the absence of gold, they left Kansas 
still unaware of what the land's actual value was. Their insensitivity to the great 
importance of the Kansas prairie is an omen, perhaps indicative of a basic flaw in 
many civilized men who seem to seek material proof of a land's worth while 
ignoring its effect on the spirit. 

In the poetry of William Moses, the importance and force of the land is 
shown to have been ignored and virtually eradicated by those who settled it. 
Moses still finds, however, lingering traces of the primitive landscape evocative of 
such potency. "Place Considered as a Time Factor" describes a gully near a small 
creek hidden from "the fat new houses. affronting the territory, where one can 
confront the spirit of the "intense and timeless" prairie-here symbolized by a 
buffalo bull supremely confident in his strength. 
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William Stafford 

Through a century of settlement, the dominion of the prairie has been 
greatly diminished, but this was not achieved without considerable sacrifice. In 
"All My Pioneers," Robert Killoren deplores this suffering: 

Come to me at night 
and tell me 
of how your wives 
all went mad 
of how your sons 
lost their 
rifles your daughters 
their beads 

and teach me 
about the prairie how it 
listens and 
does nothing 
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The prame still survives; its strength is its passivity. For Killoren and other 
modern poets, the prairie is a force to study, to understand, to live with; they 
know-from the lesson of the pioneers-that it is futile and wrong to try to 
subdue the prairie. 

The frame of mind fostered by the belief in the Puritan heritage led to a 
conception of Kansas as a special place and gave Kansans both a sense of identity 
and a self-imposed responsibility to serve as an example of a progressive and 
modern society. When John J. Ingalls wrote that "Kansas is indispensible to the 
joy, the inspiration and the improvement of the world," he was no doubt 
prompted by the arrogance inherent in the state's assumed Puritan tradition. 
This unique cultural environment led a diverse group of Kansans-farmers, 
lawyers, housewives-to write poetry expressing their belief in the state's destiny 
as ordained in the myths of the garden and the Puritan tradition. 

With time the power of these myths has waned. In this century, an 
important theme in Kansas poetry has been the struggle to preserve a sense of 
the tradition and culture of the state and to derive from knowledge of the past 
strength with which to meet the complexities and anxieties of modern life. For 
Willard Wattles, this meant withstanding the lure of degenerate Eastern culture 
and replacing it with the purity of Kansas culture; for Helen Rhoda Hoopes, it 
was keeping the cosmopolitan luxuries offered by modern life in proper 
perspective with the vitality and simplicity of prairie life; and for Kenneth 
Porter, it was maintaining within the Kansas character both the spirit of rugged 
endurance of the Kansas farmer and the defiant courage of John Brown. 

Many contemporary poets have found that their interest in the Kansas 
tradition stems from their lack of identification with any other meaningful 
tradition. They have not accepted all that the Kansas heritage offers them; they 
find objectionable the sacrifice of innocent lives, the often wanton destruction 
of the prairie environment and the self-righteous hypocrisy of those Kansans 
who believed too ardently in the Puritan myth. 

The landscape-and the confusing, contradictory responses it evoked from 
previous generations-has had great appeal for the current group of Kansas poets. 
Although some of the land's powerful aura has been stdpped away or hidden 
through more than a century of "thraldom of tractor and of barbed-wire fence," 
it can still mesmerize. The land and the Puritan myth have been the major 
guiding forces in Kansas culture and poetry. 

Kansas poetry is the record of a people stirred by a vision and seeking the 
realization of that vision while living on a land that brought them tranquility and 
chaos, strength and weakness, wisdom and fear. Such a powerful land has often 
been transformed by the imagination of its observers, as in this excerpt from 
"Letters to Walt Whitman" by Ronald Johnson (Valley of the Many-colored 
Grasses, 1969). 

Landscapes projected masculine, 
full-sized and golden ... 

With floods of the yellow gold of the gorgeous, indolent, 
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sinking sun, burning, expanding the air. 

But are these landscapes to be imagined, 
or an actual 

Kansas-the central, earthy, prosaic core of us? 

Or is the seen always winged, an eidolon only to us-& 
never 

the uncertain capture 
of great, golden, unembroidered 

slabs? 

All is Oz. 
· The dusty cottonwoods, by the creek, 

rustle an Emerald City. 

And the mystic, immemorial city 

is rooted in earth. 

All is Oz & inextricable, 

bound up in the unquenchable flames of double suns. 

Our poetry is still alive, but its importance to the majority of Kansans has 
diminished. The state's newspapers, once open to local poets, give them little 
space today. Kansas poetry now exists only in small journals, some Kansas 
Authors' Club publications and in small-press collections by individual poets. 
With limited access to their audience, our poets no longer have the cultural role 
they once had. Kansans and Kansas poets need to be reunited; may it happen 
soon-in newspapers and a Kansas poetry magazine. 

The arrangement of the following poems reflects the preceeding 
discussion. This arrangement, being thematic, also approximates a 
chronological ordering.-L.L. 



A Call to Kansas 

Yeomen strong' hither throng! 
Nature's honest men; 

We will make the wilderness 
Bud and bloom again. 

Bring the sickle, speed the plow, 
Turn the ready soil! 

Freedom is the noblest pay 
For the true man's toil. 

Ho, brothers! come, brothers! 
Hasten all with me; 

We '11 sing upon the Kansas plains 
A song of ~iberty. · 

Father, haste! O'er the waste 
Lies a pleasant land. 

There your fireside's altar-stones, 
Fixed in truth, shall stand. 

There your sons, brave and good, 
Shall to freemen grow, 

Clad in triple mail of right, 
Wrong to overthrow. 

Ho, brothers! come, brothers! 
Hasten all with me; 

We'll sing upon the Kansas plains 
A song of liberty! 

Mother, come! Here's a home 
In the waiting West; 

Bring the seeds of love and peace, 
You who sow them best. 

Faithful hearts, holy prayers, 
Keep from taint the air; 

Soil a mother's tears have wet 
Golden crops shall bear. 

Come, mother! fond mother, 
List, we call to thee; 

We'll sing upon the Kansas plains 
A song of liberty! . 

Brother brave, stem the wave! 
Firm the prairies tread! 

Up the dark Missouri flood 
Be your canvas spread. 

Sister true, join us too, 
Where the Kansas flows; 

Poetry 253 



254 WORD 

Let the Northern lily bloom 
With the Southern rose. 

Brave brother! True sister! 
List, we call to thee; 

We'll sing upon the Kansas plains 
A song of liberty! 

Lucy Larcom, Lays of the Emigrants (1855). 

The Song of the Kansas Emigrant 

We cross the prairies as of old 
The Pilgrims crossed the sea, 

To make the West, as they the East, 
The homestead of the free. 

CHORUS 
The homestead of the free, my boys, 

The homestead of the free, 
To make the West, as they the East, 

The homestead of the free. 

We go to rear a wall of men 
On Freedom's Southern line, 

And plant beside the cotton-tree 
The rugged Northern pine. 

We're flowing from our native hills, 
As our free rivers flow; 

The blessings of our mother-land 
Are on us as we go. 

We go to plant her common schools 
On distant prairie swells, 

And give the Sabbaths of the wild 
The music of her bells. 

Upbearing, like the ark of old, 
The Bible in her van, 

We go to test the truth of God 
Against the fraud of man. 

No pause, nor rest, save where the streams 
That feed the Kansas run, 

Save where our pilgrim gonfalon 
Shall flout the setting sun. 



We'll tread the prairies as of old 
Our fathers sailed the sea; 

And make the West, as they the East, 
The homestead of the free. 
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John Greenleaf Whittier, 1855. 

Juanita (excerpted) 
An Idyl of the Plains 

Tableau:--a yellow, crawling flood, 
Pouring out from the buffalo plains; 
Thick with a ropy, slimy mud; 
Swoln and frothing with recent rains. 
Sand-banks fringe it; scanty ranks 
Of gawkish cottonwoods shade the banks. 
Its tortuous channels wind and twist 
Thro,ugh an aguish ocean of morning mist. 
From the low ·north bank to the southern ridge 
Runs a patent, brand-new, pile-built bridge. 
Through thickets of elm and plum we pass 
To broad savannas of cane-like grass, 
Fit for the old-time mammoth's jaw; 

. Such a stream is the Arkansas. 

North a mile, on a swelling down, 
Stands a fussy, half-fledged border town. 
Gaudily-colored sign-boards shine 
On the new-built fronts of paintlcss pine; 
Cottonwood shanties, warped and lank, 
With log-walled cabins stand in rank. 
A "Third-class City" by Kansas code;--

A fitting home for the Western Muse; 
Yet the Saxon spirit hath found abode 

In this petty town, with its shops and slews. 
'T is said that money shall yet be made 
From Texas herds, and the Indian trade; 
By cutting marble and brewing malt; 
By mining gypsum, cement, and salt; 
And daily the streets arc all alive 
With sharp-eyed swarms from the Yankee hive. 

Down by the river-bank, a park 
Of wagons, clumsy as Noah's Ark, 
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Each one filled with a mighty weight 
Of soldiers' rations and traders' freight. 
O'er all is the veil of darkness drawn 
Tenderly fringed with the morning dawn. 
In the growing light the dew-drops shine; 
Can you see the picture, reader mine? 

Henry Brace Norton, Kansas Magazine (June 1873). 

Winds of Delphic Kansas 

Half-west, half-east; half-north, half-south; 
--As in Grecian Delphi in days of old, 
The center of the world as men then told--
The winds blow ever--and through a god's mouth. 

0, the snow-footed, ice-armored winds of the prairie, 
Rushing out mightily 

From cosmic caves of the north, 
From glacier forces of earth and air, 

The winter winds of the prairie! 
They drive dark clouds from morn to morn, 
They shake the light o'er stubbles of corn, 
They whistle through woods of leaves all shorn, 
With never a hint of the spring to be born, 

The flesh-freezing winds of the prairie! 

Half-north, half-south; half-east, half-west; 
The air pours ever; the winds never rest. 

0 the sun-lifted, cotton-soft winds of the prairie, 
Cheering right merrily 

From tillage lands of the south, 
From warmth of breeding southern seas, 

The June-sweet winds of the prairie! 
They drive silver clouds all day to its close, 
And shake glowing light on young corn in rows, 
They rock the trees till the small birds drowse, 
They swirl the fragrance of wild-grape and rose, 

The seminal winds of the prairie. 

Half-south, half-north; half-west, half-east; 
A people intoxicate: and the winds do not cease. 

0 the free-state, Puritan-spirited winds of the prairie, 
Singing right heartily 

That gods were 'but folk who were free, 
The folk who are free are as gods, 



The human-voiced winds of the prairie! 
They call Brown of bloody-blade from Osawatomie, 
They smite swift the shackles--the slave is free; 
To all the world they say in their humanity 
'Come here and build a home loyal to me,' 

The primal-souled winds of the prairie! 

Half-east, half-west; half-south, half-north; 
All forces"here meet, but the free alone are worth; 

0 the self-reliant, right-seeking winds of the prairie! 
Blowing out lustily 

From the race-brood of New England 
In this western New England, 
The altruistic, rainbow-future winds of the prairie! 
They strive ever after the ideal--Better! Better! 
Till today they sing 'Melior ! Brook no fetter! 
Of freedom the spirit seek ye; not the letter! 
Melior! Melior! Better! Better!' 
The cloud-dispelling, star-climbing winds of the prairie! 

So, prophetic in zeal, through hot winds and cold, 
--As in Grecian Delphi in days of old, 
The center of the world as men then told--
Half-west, half-east; half-north, half-south--
The spirit speaks ever--and through a god's mouth. 
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Kate Stephens, Sunflowers (1914). 

Banks o' Kaw 

Banks o' Kaw, 
Queerest river ever saw, 
Settled here a'fore the law, 
'Er buffalo, 'er schooner sail 
Dipped along the 'Frisco trail. 
Came out West with Miss Sunflower, 
Filed on claims the self same hour, 
Looking up a sitooation 
For a bizncss location. 

Banks o' Kaw, 
Hopefullest river ever saw, 
Purty blue sometimes in drouth, 
Never clar down in the mouth, 
Knowed his source and trusted to it, 
Blcssin's oozin' ever minute. 
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Had the sand to stick to Kansas--
Got more land than ary man has--
Moseyin' back to mother-'n-law, 
Never'd ketch ol' Banks o' Kaw. 

Banks o' Kaw, 
Moralist river ever saw. 
B'lieved in prohibition law. 
In the spring o' nineteen-three 
Started out the world to (sea), 
Year before the Arkansaw 
Tried to clean up Wichita. 
Like a feller in his tanks, 
Fillin' up above his banks, 
Sorter cuttin' up some.pranks. 
Seemed as if the Lord had meant 
Kaw to drain the continent, 
Rainin's warnin's forty days 
Fer the jints to mend their ways. 
But they sed, "We needn't fret, 
For old Kaw himself is wet." 

Banks o' Kaw, 
Gamest river ever saw. 
Started to enforce the law, 
Got by sort o' suction draw 
All outside inside his maw, 
Then--well, them's on Smoky Row, 
'Lowed he "let the hull thing go," 
Rocky mountains all in motion, 
Flo a tin' in Pacific Ocean. 
Man in Kansas City sed, 
"Temperance laws wuz good as dead," 
'Lowed when Kaw struck town that day 
"Prohibition'd come to stay." 

Banks o' Kaw, 
Maddest river ever saw. 
Was a roarin', bilin' fury 
When he hit the ol' Mizzoori. 
'Fore he'd time to specolate 
Slapped him clear acrost the State. 
Piled him int' th' Misoosippi 
Cause he started to get lippy. 
Raised him with a'nuther blow 
Int' th' Gulf o' Mexico. 
Planets had a time that day 
Gettin' tides to come their way. 



Banks o' Kaw, 
Knowin'st river ever saw. 
Settled here a'fore the law 
'Er buffalo, 'er schooner sail 
Dipped along the 'Frisco trail. 
Came out West with Miss Sunflower, 
Filed on claims the self same hour, 
Lookin' up a sitooation, 
For a bizness location. 
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Charles A. Finch, in a Topeka newspaper.( date unknown). 

Lan' Ob Kansas 

Tune-:-"Dem Golden Slippers" 

l'se pac~ed de trunk an' de old spring cart, 
An' now l'se ready to make de start--
An' de calico dress dat de woman bought 

Will look mighty fine in de mo'nin'. 
The youn'ster's pants hab all bin patched, · 
An' de chickens an' ducks hab all bin hatched, 
An' de little brown jug is plum filled up--

F o' we start fo' Kansas in de mo'nin'. 

CHORUS 
Oh, dat Ian' ob Kansas! 
Oh, dat Ian' ob Kansas! 

Lan' ob Kansas I'm gwine to sec 
Fo' I won't stay heah no mo' 

Oh, dat lan' ob Kansas! 
Oh, dat lan' ob Kansas! 

Lan' ob Kansas I's gwine to see, 
Bckasc I'm bound to go. 

l!>e big red cow am tied to de fence--
But she'll break loose I'll bet ten cents; 
An' dat standin' collar I must hab on, 

When I start fo' Kansas in de mo'nin'. 
Nebuchadnezzer he went dat way, 
An' he writes dat he intends to stay--
Oat he wears a hansomc, white plug hat 

Out in de Ian' ob Kansas. 
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Out in de Ian' ob Kansas. 
Dat he has a big five dollah watch, 
An' his wife has bought a two dollah hat 

An' struts like a turkey gobbler. 

He says de weather is nice an' wawm, 
An' de wind it blows just like a chawm, 
An' cyclones fan de people to sleep 

Dat lib in de Ian' ob Kansas. 
De catfish dah are plump as dice, 
An' shade trees grow so high and nice, 
An' fleas an' bugs, dey neber bite 

Out in de Ian' ob Kansas. 

He says dat corn is now twelve feet, 
An' de biggest kind ob a crop ob wheat, 
And watermillions all grow wild 

Ober in de Ian' ob Kansas. 
He also says dat Ian' is free 
An' he has picked a claim fo' me; 
But says I mus' bring de ole gray hoss 

When I go to de Lan' ob Kansas. 

Den gedder the chil'ed aroun' de do', 
An' sing me a song on de ole banjo, 
'Bout "Ole Virginny" afo' I start 

In de mo'nin' fo' de Ian' ob Kansas. 
Let de ole back log gib out its light, 
And hab a good time fo' de las' night heah, 

'Fore we start fo' de Ian' ob Kansas. 

Now circle ag'in! Now sashay down! 
De left foot fust, and de heel aroun'. 
De young man in dat 'baster suit 

Will swing de gal in de cawner. 
Dat's de way to hoe it down, 
De ole man he's lookin' on, 
An' wishes he could swing you all 

Clean to de Ian' ob Kansas. 

Now take de ole man by de han' 
An' all ob you aroun' him stan', 
An' hear his blessin' upon you all 

'Fore he starts for de lan' ob Kansas. 
He lubs his neighbors--every one--
But soon, indeed, he will be gone. 
An' his prayer is dat de ole fr'en's here 

He'll meet in de lan' ob Kansas! 

F. E. Jerome, Hiawatha World (13 September, 1883). 



Pig Roast. Joseph Pennell, 1905. 
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How I Lost My Farm 

Tune--"Billy Barnes from Norville Town" 

Come brethen I will tell you 
So you may understand, 

Just how it come about that I 
Have lost my Kansas land. 

I put a mortgage on my farm 
Way back in eighty-two; 

And if the bankers had let up, 
I could have worried through. 

But prices for the things I raised 
Kept lowering all the time; 

And for the things I had to buy 
Kept always on the climb. 

The party bosses told me if 
I'd vote the ticket straight, 

That times would surely brighten up 
And I would strike my gait. 

I followed blindly their advice 
And done just as they said; 

But that infernal mortgage 
Kept a daylight length ahead. 

And for some reason soon I found 
I did not get along, 

And wakened up unto the fact 
That there was something wrong. 

I knew that I'd worked hard and long, 
Lived economically, 

So I was more than doubly sure, 
The fault was not in me. 

I got to reading then and found 
Both parties far had strayed, 

From freedom and we by their to~ls 
Had often been betrayed. 

And though I raise more corn and wheat 
And cattle, than of old, 

They do not bring much more than half 
The money when they're sold. 

And that's the reason why my farm, 
Along with others, went 



Unto the mortgage company, 
And why I am forced to rent. 

If I vote with old parties now, 
Will some one be so kind 

As to send me to some safe r:treat 
For men of feeble mind. 
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Sol L. Long, People's Campaign Songster (1890). 

The Prairie Pioneers 

He builded a house of sod on the slope of a prairie 
knoll; 

He buildcd in praise of God, content with the scanty 
dole. 

He had builded a nest in the grass, as the ground-
squirrels burrow low; 

And hither he led a laughing lass in the days of long 
ago. 
He was a lad and she was a maid; 
Their hearts were glad; they were unafraid 

Of the world and its waiting woe. 

The prairie wind in her face tumbled her tresses 
down, 

The sensitive rose, in its grace, clung to her cotton 
gown. 

The prairie dog beat a retreat and watched them 
mournful-eyed, 

And the buffalo grass beneath her feet said: "Woe 
to the prairie bride!" 
He was a husband and she was a wife; 
A-foot in the daisy fields of life; 
They would not be denied. 

Who did the law ordain, who wrote the .dread 
decree 

That into the desert plain the children of men 
should flee? 

Into a treeless land, the land of little rain, 
Pressed and driven by penury's hand, shackled 

with poverty's chain; 
Youth to sicken and love to die, 
Beauty blasted and hope gone dry, 

And grief in a maddened brain. 
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Ever the hot wind blew, sapping the famished 
corn; 

The night, unblessed by dew, fevered the breath 
of morn. 

A man agape at the skies where no cloud fleeces 
go; 

Weeping, the broken woman lies in the dugout's 
furnace glow. 
His hope, like the sod corn, curls and wilts; 
She writhes on a bed of cotton quilts 

In a mother's nameless woe. 

0, wind, you are hellish hot; death is the song you 
sing; 

The eggs in the quail's nest rot under her tortured 
wing. 

Dust in a choking cloud wavers and sifts and flies; 
Dust is the dead babe's pauper shroud; on het sick 

breast it lies. 
The sod corn crumbles and blows away, 
Chaff in the clouds of smoking clay, 

Surging against the skies. 

He builded a house of sod on the slope of a prairie 
knoll; 

He builded in praise of God, content with the scanty 
dole. 

He had builded a nest in the grass, as the ground-
squirrels burrow low; 

And hither he led a laughing lass in the days of long 
ago. 
He was a lad and she was a maid; 
Their hearts were glad; they were unafraid 

Of the world and its waiting woe. 

C. L. Edson, Sunflowers (1914). 



"Horace Greeley in Kansas" 

(Speech of the editor of the New York Tribune, 
May 18, 1859, at Osawatomie, Kas., the day that the 
Republican party was organized in Kansas Territory). 

"Freemen of Kansas; The great struggle 
Lies before us. 
I would not seek to fill you 
With unwarranted hope 
Nor overweening confidence of success. 
I am too old for illusions; 
I no longer hold that if a cause be just, · 
That cause will win. 
Vast opposing powers are determined to defeat us. 
Three billion dollars of property 
In negro flesh and blood; the mind staggers 
To survey it! 

But the heart of humanity beats high with hope; 
Barbarous Russia has resolved to strike the shackles 
From her shackled millions! 
I dare to hope that we will triumph 
On our next great battle field. 
Keep the flag of the Republic floating high in Kansas. 
Free Soil men in martyrs' graves 
Lie thick around us. 
Do not trail the Freeman's banner 
On this soil so lately reddened 
By their patriotic blood." 
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So the Grand Old Party was born in Kansas, lifting its hands to 
Russia. 

Half a century is gone; new generations have arisen. 
Three billion are one summer's crop of the Kansas fields. 
New parties rise with blood red flags 
And pin their hopes . to Russia 
Where the unshackling is still going strong. 
"History with her volumes vast hath but one page." 

C. L. Edson, Prairie Fire (1924). 
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Desert 

Sage brush! Mile after mile, 
Quiet in the sun, and shimmering; 
Ever in the sun, ever shimmering! 
The long low mountains 
Seem to crouch beneath the heat, 
And the earth, dried to a powder, 
Is strewn with choked brown grass. 
Ants burrow in the ground 
And live on things that perish here. 
Stream beds are dry, beaten paths 
Of rabbits and sage coyotes 
That for keen thirst run the full length 
Of each ravine, and fall at last 
As did one here, whose bones lie scattered, 
White as snow beneath the sun. 
God, the waste! the quivering waste! 
Where things grow up to die! 

P. Roy Brammell, Contemporary Kansas Poetry (1927). 

John Brown of Osawatomie 

John Brown was an egomaniac, he knew how to save the world. 
His brain was a spoonful of crude petroleum; 
Into his wooden head they drove the red hot nail 
Of Abolition, 
And John Brown's brains caught fire. 

John Brown murdered his neighbors, 
He marched by night with torch and knife, 
He struck off a man's arm with his home-made sword, 
He disemboweled a youth in the presence of a mother, 
All in the name of Brotherly Love. 

John Brown loved 'em to death. 
He flouted society, 
He coerced courts by inviting thugs to "appeal to Osawatomie," 
And he lifted a bloody h

0

and to seize the Flag. 

John Brown said, "If you free the slave, you will end all 
human ills," 
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But the world continued sick, and later prophets have offered 
these later remedies: 

Free Silver, 
Phrenology, 
Paper Bag Cookery, 
Grape Juice, 
Soviet Government 

And a law to prevent the rich packer from putting Benzoate of Soda 
in the poor man's tomato catsup. 

C. L. Edson, Prairie Fir~ (1924). 

Prairie Panic 

From that high, flat, empty land 
In nameless terror streaking, 

Like bright, incongruous metal toys, 
The streamliners go shrieking. 

I shall confess, some day, I know 
That same wild terror of the plains, 

And letting reason fly, I'll go 
Screaming Eastward, like the trains. 

Mary Anderson McMillen, Kansas Magazine (1941). 

Ode to Kansas 

Kansas: Where we've torn the shackles 
From the farmer's leg; 

Kansas: Where the hen that cackles, 
Always lays an egg; . 

Where the cows are fairly achin' 
To go on with record breakin', 
And the hogs are raising bacon 

. By the keg! 

Walt Mason, Sunflowers (1914). 
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Yesterday and Today 

Along the dry, deep-rutted prairie trail 
The dusty oxen swung with toiling tread; 

Behind, the prairie schooner, in full sail, 
With creak and rumble followed as they led, 

Heaped high with all the settler called his own, 
The household treasures of the pioneer 

Who left behind the settled land and the known 
And faced the unknown west without a fear. 

Over a brick-paved, clean-swept city street, 
Where once the creaking, ox-drawn wagon went, 

By deafening horn and gong's quick clanging beat 
Far heralded, and circled 'round with scent 

Of gasoline, the motor car now speeds. 
, With whiz of whirling wheels, with search-light's glare, 
With dizzy haste that no obstruction heeds, 

The settler's son enjoys the evening air. 

J.M. Metcalf, Kansas Magazine (November 1909). 

Stay West, Young Man 

Out of the West they called me, and I turned my 
face to the East 

And there was pride in my going, as a bridegroom 
goes to the feast; 

Here in the land of legend and the region 
of romance 

I should sit at the feet of learning and 
charter thought's advance, 

For every eastern hill-top was sacred and divine 
To the humble prairie plow-boy who sought in the 

East, a sign. 

Out of the East I turn me--God, what my eyes 
have seen!-

From a land of degenerate farmers, from the Land 
of the Might Have Been, 

From the narrow hills of learning where 
the lamp of truth goes out 

And the still, small voice of the spirit is 
drowned in the vulgar shout, 

From a land of wanton cities and dread night things . 
that prey, 



I turn my face to the West-land,--God, give me 
one prairie day! 

Give me the blaze of sunshine, give me the open 
sky, 

The crude, young strength of manhood undrained in 
harlotry, 

Give me a voice that thunders and wisdom 
to restrain, 

The flail of honest anger and pity for 
men's pain, 

Give me the faith of Kansas and a few young men 
I know, 

And we'll carry the gates of Gaza and shatter 
Jericho. 

The East is an ulcered carcass, bedecked like a 
courtesan, 

The West, like a boy, has heard her call and flushed 
through his coat of tan, 

He has spent, like Samson, his body's 
strength for a gaudy finger-ring 

And the East has fettered him body 
and soul with a rope of twisted string; 

But I cannot keep in silence the things that my eyes 
have seen 

As I turn to the youth of Kansas from the land of 
the Might Have Been. 
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Willard Wattles, Sunflowers (1914). 

A Wheat-Field Fantasy 

As I sat on a Kansas hilltop, 
While, far away from my feet, 

Rippled with lights and shadows 
Dancing across acres of wheat, 

The sound of the grain as it murmured 
Wrought a wonder with me--

It turned from the voice of the Prairie 
Into the roar of the sea, 

And I saw, not the running wind-waves, 
But an ocean that washed below 

In ridging and crumbling 
And ceaseless motion and flow; 
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Then, as a valley is flooded 
With opaline mists at morn 

Which momently flow asunder 
And leave green spaces of corn,--

There burst the strangest vision 
Up from that ancient sea.--

'Twas not the pearl-white Venus 
Anadgomene, 

'Twas the bobbing ears of horses 
And a head with a great hat crowned 

And a binder that burst upon me 
Sudden, as from the ground--

And the waves gave place to the wheatlands 
Myriad-touched with gold--

Then my soul felt century-weary 
And untold aeons old; 

For a rock-ledge sloped beside me 
And the lime-traced shells it bore 

Had plied that ancient ocean 
Each with a sentient oar. 

Harry Kemp, Sunflowers (1914). 

Poetless Kansas 

"Kansas has no poet" ... Jack Harris 

Kansas 
has no poet. 

Golden 
wheat overflows 
the spacious bins, and 
tawny yellow corn lies 
in great heaps. 

The cattle on a 
thousand hills, graze 
peacefully, while rough 
tractors nudge shining 
motors, where 
pawing horses 
fed. 



Sleek 
black swine 
feed eagerly, in 
the shadow of tall 
silos and flocks of white 
hens provide 
pin-money. 

A 
radio sends 
its dull rhythm 
into the evening breeze 
and the wayside mail 
box sprouts the 
book of the 
month. 

Kansas 
has no poet. It 
needs none. The folks 
have gone to the 
nearest 
talkie. 

Poetry 271 

Richard E. Scneder, Topeka Daily Capital (23 July, 1930). 

Winter Twilight on 
the Victory Highway 

The mellow concave of the sky rests its pale apricot brim 
On the brown edges of the Kansas prairie. 
Venus and Jupiter, two distant crumbs of light, 
Cling to its cerulean surface. 
Twilight smudges the nearer fields 
Where snow lies white in patches. 
The dry cornstalks solemnly mark time 
In long rustling rows 
Up and over the curve of the hill 
In the west seven acres. 

The little house and the big barn 
Draw closer together in the dusk. 
Things arc happening in the house 
And in the barn: cosy, comfortable things 
That have to do with pails and frying pans and cradles 
And whatever leads to supper and an early bedtime. 
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Along the highway, between drifts of snow, 
Leviathans with gleaming eyes 
Glide ceaselessly 
To the city--from the city--
Fro1!1 the city--to the city. 

Sometimes the lit~le house and the big barn 
Delegate someone to go to the city, 
Someone who is told to come back 
Before it gets dark. 
Yo~ see, there are so many things going on at home, 
Happy duties that no one should miss. 

Two wires are strung between the little house and the big barn. 
From the lower one limp garments dangle: 
Aprons, and heavy blue drill shirts, 
And a baby's pink gingham rompers. 
(It hadn't been quite cold enough to freeze them dry.) 
On the upper wire there is nothing--nothing that anyone can see. 
Like a fishing net of a single strand. 
It reaches out into the wide ocean of the air 
And gathers in a harvest of messages: 
Market reports and recipes, sermons and solos, 
The weather, bedtime stories, and music, 
Music from Los Angeles, Hawaii, and Edgewater Beach. 

So busy is every living creature 
. In the little house and in the big barn 

That not one of them cares a flip about Jurgen, 
Or the marriage problem, 
Or life at Deauville, 
Or the tendencies of modern fiction, 
Or "Sweeney among _the nightingales." 
Nor would they care, even if they knew about such tiresome things, 
For here at home, . 
New things are always going to happen, 
Really intoxicating things. 
They are going to get a new car, maybe, and a washing machine; 
And Lady will have another Jersey calf. 
Soon they will have to move the old baby into the crib 
And make the cradle ready for the new baby. 
They will plow the west seven acres, and get more stock; 
They will buy new dishes, and a rug for the front room, 
And get a louJspeaker. And nothing will stop thcm--nothing--
Unless the day comes too soon to join a slow procession 
Along the Victory highway, (Leviathans then must wait,) 
Up to the little churchyard on the crest of the hill, 
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To add another stone to those sturd"1 keeping the faith there now. 

But in the little house they have not yet had time 
To think of the slow procession. 
They are young and very strong. 
There is good food in the pantry, and plenty of sweet hay in the 

big barn. 
In the spring the redbud will blossom; 
The pasture will be green again. 
The fields must be harrowed and planted. 
They will plant potatoes and beans, and put new shingles on the 

house. 
The meadow lark will whistle in the stillness, 
And in the barnyard 
Buff Orpingtons will clatter over their yellow corn. 

And every day, from morning until midnight, 
Along the highway, 
Between banks of evening primroses, 
Blue spiderwort, and wild verbena, 
Leviathans of shining nickel and enamel 
Will make their swift and ceaseless journeys 
To the city--from the city--
From the city--to the city. 
More and more pink rompers will hang on the sagging lower wire; 
And over the upper one will come messages, 
Stock reports and symphonies, 
Mighty music from Los Angeles, Atlanta, and Edgewater Beach. 

Helen Rhoda Hoopes, Contemporary Kansas Poetry (1927)~ 



Street Paving Scene. Joseph Pennell, 1914. 



Demeter in Kansas 

A Kansas sun blazed over a small frame house, 
Or Kansas stars burned steadily overhead, 
Or Kansas rain dripped blessedly 
From overhanging eaves to garden plots, 
When we were born; 
Yet we still say, "Out here," as if exiled from home 

Poetry 275 

We must forget our forebears' heritage of mountains, hills, 
Rocks dashed with ocean spray, green wooded isles, 
Clear inland lakes, deep rivers running to the sea, 
Huge rocks, bright streams, and shallow water falls. 
The prairie is our mother. 
She brushed off her fringe of waving grasses; 
She wrapped about her a girdle of golden wheat; 
Yellow corn dropped from her fingers; 
She warmed in her broad bosom 
Our cities and our little towns. 
We must live happily between horizons 
Level and blue; 
We must love sun and wind and sand, 
And find waves only in ripples of wheat, 
And gold in its garnered store. 
We must travel miles of geometric roads; 
And lay our weary limbs at last 
In the brown embrace of prairie earth, 
One with Demeter and eternity. 

Helen Rhoda Hoopes, Kansas Magazine ( 19 36). 
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Kansas Sand Hills 

I am not far from town 
And houses are built upon me--
yet strangely I am far away. 
I am not beautiful, I know; 
Yet I will last in pleasant memory. 
I have no rock, 
But only sand and withered grasses, 
And some plum bushes on my nearer slopes. 
I am sleeping and furious, like arctic storms, 
Yet come to me some summer day 
For peace. 
My sand is soft and warm, 
My withered dryness somehow is not hostile. 
And the song of the meadow-lark is sweet--
Come out, Come out! ... 
Out here! 

Billy McCarroll, The Harp (May-June, 1927). 

Spring in the Dust Bowl 

The bristly wire-grass, gray upon the whole land, 
Nags at the feet that seek a way to where 

Something shows faintly green a long way over. 
A settler's house was there, 

For three thin lilac bushes, sole survivors, 
Grow in the cellar hole. Who paid the cost 

Of living here, and the greater cost of leaving? 
Even his path is lost. 

May Williams Ward, Kansas City Times (6 August, 1938). 



Cry from the Dust Bowl 

This heat! 
If only the sky could find a cloud; 
If only rain would come to soften 
The brittle glare of the sun. 

This wind! 
Even the leafless trees 
Strain towards the north 
As if they tugged at their stubborn roots 
Seeking relief in pulling towards the north; 
The wind has hammered the trees, 
Has whipped them till they sag, 
Ugly and grim. 

This dust! 
From the south, the wind 
Lashes the dust in giant pinwheels 
And swirls it in sudden fury 
To shut out the hardness of the sun, 
So that the sun now dully glows 
In a jaundiced sky. 
Broken twigs and branches 
Tumble, end over end, 
And race before the storm 
Until they are caught beside a fence 
And buried in the drift of dust. 

Silent, the world is: 
Only the beating of the wind 
And the rattle of sand 
On the window panes; 
The beating of the wind 
And the rattle of sand, 
The rattle of sand .... 

This Hell! 
Why can't there be rain? 
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Clare Harner, Kansas Magazine ( 1940). 
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Black Blizzard 

All day long the wind 
Whipped the wheat fields 
Into black clouds of fine silt 
And hurled them through the air, 
Hiding the sun, bringing 
Desperation to the farmer, 
Despair to the housewife, 
Dejection to all. 

At night the wind ceased, 
And slowly, beginning at the zenith, 
Forming an ever-widening circle 
Until only the horizon 
Was enveloped in dust, 
The blue sky looked forth 
Innocently 
Upon a dirty-faced world. 

Ruth M. Johnson, Kansas Magazine (1938). 

That There Year O' '36 

(By Truthful James) 

"There's allus someway ye can win" 
Said Truthful James to Ezra Zinn 
"Once things got offly our o' fix 
Like that year nineteen thirty-six. 
Hadn't rained yit in July 
Temperchoor sure a gettin' high 
Popcorn planted May before 
Hadn't sprouted yit; 'nd more 
Hot winds kep' comin' on 
Till, at last we thought--Dawgonc ! 
Uncle Jake won't raise a thing 
But we went ahead, By Jing! 
Follerin' Uncle Jake's advice 
Who had been through tough times twice! 
Sez he, "If popcorn won't grow· 
We still have another show! 
We'll plant taters right on top 
O' that popcorn, like as not 
'Fore its time fer frost to come 
We'll retrieve our hard luck some." 
Uncle Jake sure had a brain. 



Along in August comes a rain--
Two more big ones in September 
Then one morning I remember 
Somethin' Jike an earthquake shakin; 
Ev'rything around, and makin' 
Folks git up .'n' run out doors! 
Never heard before, sich roars. 
Moisture made that popcorn pop 
'N blowed them taters out on top. 
Never had to dig a one! 
Can you guess then wot he done? 
Salvaged all that popcorn too! 
(It was jist the thing to do.) 
Prices went so high, By Jax 
They hooked him fer an income tax! 
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Ed Blair, Random Rhymes (1939). 

The Happy Farmer 
For Oscar Ameringer, 1870-1943 

The fields are tangled gold; the bins are crowded_to the 
crown; 

yards heaped with wheat at a: price so low that it would 
hardly pay 

for seed and wages, interest, and hauling into town 
(not to mention the farmer's labor}, and dropping day by 

day. 

And on each bank-owned piffle-page 
the editors give voice: 

"The bumper wheat-crop of the age!--
Let farmers all rejoice!" 

A farmer sits in choking dust on a bumping mowing-machine 
to rend the withered stalk at the root and salvage the 

shriveled seed, . 
hoping that he from his summer's toil may yet contrive to 

glean 
some pitiful shrunken bushels to use for chicken-feed. 

And on each bank-owned swindle-sheet 
The market-writers say: 

"An end to farmers' whines!--for wheat 
is ninety cents today!" 

Kenneth Porter, No Rain from These Clouds (1946). 
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Dark Saying 

In Kansas the farmers have raised so much wheat 
that in some of their homes is nothing to eat. 
Rest easy, food-gamblers, for you have not seen, 
as have I, the dark corners where Winchesters lean. 

Kenneth Porter, No Rain from These Clouds (1946). 

Address to Kansans 

Here was no 'stern and rockbound coast,' 
no 'fore st primeval,' 
no 'rocks and rills' nor 'woods and templed hills' 
to love; 
but an ocean of grass to the stirrups; 
river 'half a mile wide and half an inch deep'--
or five miles by twenty feet 
at the time of spring rains in the mountains; 
hills were outcroppings of rock--
knobs on the backs of great saurians. 
Here no romantic tradition-hallowed forest-dangers--
the tall dark brooding trees 
leaning soul-crushingly inward; 
the panther on the bough; 
snuffle .of wolves at the door-cranny: 
instead 
the horizon dragging outward at the heart-walls; 
the land drought-crucified 
(a wagon-ma~ter 
wrists and ankles raw-hided to the prostrate spokes 
careful Comanche fire on his navel); 
the hosts of tiny vicious flying dragons; 
the screaming down-rush of the white-hooded three-day 

blizzard; 
the ocean of grass a stormy sea of flame. 
Many came to this land 
and some stayed. 
As for those who did not, 
God grant that they found greener pastures. 
As for those who dug in and survived, 
their names are familiar to you, 
are your own, in whole or in part, 
the names of your children. 

Kenneth Porter, No Rain from These Clouds ( 1946). 
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The Ghosts of the Buffalo 

No windbreak but the North Star--
and the few strands of barbed-wire strung against the long-

horns; 
across the great blue prairie of the sky 
rages the sun--
a lonely buffalo-bull of brazen fire. 
Clouds heave to volcanic mountain ranges--
vanish. 
And a fine gray snow drifts over the harrowed fields, 
between discouraged rows of stunted corn. 
Earth cracks, dust rises, 
beneath the dint of unseen fiery hooves 
that stamp their brand on fields untimely golden. 
("Because the ground is chapt, for there was no rain in the 

earth, the plowmen were ashamed, they covered their 
heads." Jer. 14:4). 

The drying clothes are dingy; 
a scurf on the water in the barrel; 
a metallic taste in the mouth; 
grit beneath the fingers, between the teeth. 
The snake has squirmed, the lariat swung--
eastward. 
And eastward groan the schooners, 
slogans changed: 
"In God We Trusted, In Kansas We Busted;" 
"Gone Back to Live with the Wife's Folks!"--
nothing remains of the hope that drew them forth 
save that ironic humor which sustains 
their yet unconquered comrades. 
Patched knees of overalls crunch stone-hard clods, 
hands moulded to . the plow-stilts clasp in prayer: 
"0 God, give us rain! 
And when I say rain, 0 Lord, 
I don't mean none of your gentle sizzle-sozzlers, 
but a sod-soaker, 0 Lord, 
A gully-washer!"; 
rain makers (fee prepaid) send up balloons 
and shoot off cannon--
and sometimes it rains--
more likely not. 
But I shall treasure 
drawling colloquies at the fence-corners: 
"Well, Jim, what d'ye know?" 
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"Not a dam' thing. And you?" 
"About the same. D'ye think it'll rain?" 
"Can't say. But if it don't 
it sure is gonna be a long dry spell!" 
"Say, Jim, you know, there's bullfrogs down my way--
full-grown ones, too--with calluses on their feet 
from trampin' from creek to creek for water. 
Them bullfrogs have me worried. 
If it should rain they'd every one be drowned--
never havin' learned to swim." 
"Well, Bill, you know, so far as I'm concerned 
I don't much care whether it rains or not. 
I'm over fifty--so I've seen it rain--
Yeh, more than once--but there's my little grandson. 
He's five years old and if he don't see it rain 
within a year or two, I'm mighty scared 
he'll have conniption fits when he does see it." 

Men lived on somehow. There was always grass 
for cattle. And some years the corn or wheat 
made half a crop--or even more. 
(An unseen wrist 
twisting the rope--
the snake 
writhing slowly.) 
There were good crops--and no prices; 
high prices--and no wheat; 
occasionally a crop 
at a saving price. 

II 

Then Europe went mad, 
tearing her face with envenomed nails of flame and steel 
as one smitten with a loathsome disease 
frantically seeks to claw away the infection. 
"Wheat for war-torn Europe!" was the cry; 
(Gold in exchange for the Life-Blood of the Plains!), 
and in contagious lunacy the plainsmen 
fev'rishly set in motion phalanxed blades 
to flay the remaining pelt of grass away 
from the buffalo-plains, 
the land of the longhorn-cattle, 
until all the plain was one great bleeding wound--
pate of the victim of a Cheyenne knife--
naked to heavens of turquoise and brass. 
"Killing the goose that laid the golden egg" 
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was stale and tasteless to the memory's palate; 
"Skinning the sheep that bore the Golden Fleece"--
a bitter morsel yet to be rolled on the tongue. 

The conflict faded. 
Rope--and snake--squirmed eastward; 
but westward moved the period i~ the price 
of wheat per bushel. 
$3.00 $0.30 

Here once was prairie-sod in places hollowed 
by floundering of humped beasts with shaggy. manes; 

here was the buffalo-g~ass, here bison wallowed 
before the plow and windmill took the plains. 

The railroad came; the Indian and the reckless 
plainsman in passing saw the bison pass; 

and rainfilled pools became a broken necklace 
of loosely-strung flat beads, dropped on the grass. 

The bison came no more; the final pillage 
of their bleached bones and dung was swept away. 

Only a prairie-dog and ground-owl village 
remained to call to mind a younger day. 

But in mid-row farm-boys would stop their harrows 
to watch the barking dive, the low brown flight, 

perhaps to find the heads of Indian arrows, 
dropped, it would seem, by passers in the night. 

And from the plaza of that prairie-village 
on misty mornings, one could sense the way 

the country looked ere plains were drowned by tillage, 
. before there was a trail to Santa Fe. 

Was it good thrift this untamed sod should know 
thraldom of tractor and of barbed-wire fence 

that here a bankruptf armer now might grow 
low-grade eight-bushel-wheat at thirty cents? 

III 

Great winds blew across the plains--
physical counterpart of delirious doctrines 
blasting the Old World; 
the dust from the despoiled prairies 
rose in a great sky-clutching, earth-hugging cloud--
The Ninth Plague of Egypt. 

Darkness at noonday: packed are noses, ears, 
the hair, the skin; and clogged the laboring lungs; 

men's eyes arc running thick and smoky tears; 
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the cattle's pelts gray plastered, caked their tongues. 
The lights are on: but through each separate shroud 

few rays can pierce to render less profound 
the darkness of this dry and driving cloud 

that like a harrow scrapes and stirs the ground. 

And now we know why once in Egypt-land 
for three days Pharaoh's people dumbly knelt 

beneath that crushing pall of silt and sand--
a grinding mirk--"darkness which might be felt." (Exodus 

10: 21) 

In the whine and drone of the wind it seemed that the prairie 
spoke: 

For two generations the dust of the buffalo lay 
quietly under the buffalo-grass, under sod 
which fed on the dust of their bones, as once they 
had cropped the long sun-cured unharvested hay 
of winter or succulent grasses of spring, in the day 
when over the plains of a continent proudly they trod--
dark shaggy wan~ering stars in a cloudless night--
before between river and mountain the prairie went white 
with the skulls and bones of their slaughter. But now 
restless, they stir; as once the knife, the plow 
has ripped again their matted hide away: 
the plains lie flayed and blackened; the grass is gone. 

And the ghosts of the buffalo rise; with a moan 
of wind from the west, blowing dust becomes bone and the 

bone 
as in dream shifts to join phantom bone--so they stand 
in the shade of the Rockies, incredible numberless band. 
Through the dusky wind of the noonday their eyes dully 

smoulder, · 
they lower their ponderous heads and nose in the sand 
where no grass is nor stubble; from chin and from shoulder 
hangs the long shredding fleece of beard and mane 
which mingles and mats with dry smoke rolling up from the 

plain. 

Now they raise angry nostrils and sniff for brown water, for 
green 

grass and leaves. Flinty arrows are stinging their flanks 
as the wind from the west, like a Sioux on his lean 
hunting-pony, rides yelling; the brown shaggy ranks 
sway and mill, shuffle, surge. Is it rain 
to the east? And at first like a lava-flow, landslide, or mass 
of dark water when floods leave the peaks for the plain 
the spectral horde moves; then, a hairy and hooved hurricane, 
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they stampede in a frenzied pursuit of the vanishing grass! 

A chaotic chimaera, they trample and horn one another 
as they rush through the land, over watered fields planted to 

wheat 
or alfalfa; th~ towns and their people are lost in the smother 
and choke of parched panting breath, shedding hair, flinty 

feet. 
Behind is a desert; plantation and street 
are swept by brown fire which no breaking can stay .... 
Once with arrow and lance, with cliff and with pound, 
Sharps rifle, Colt pistol, the stalk and surround--
with all such devices their enemies thinned 
their sod-shaking ranks; now they run on the wind 
and, like a raw hide which a warrior might lay 
on a signal-fire, smudge out the sun from the day. 
The sons of their slayers curse, weep, even pray 
to an alien god for his conquering bullets of rain, 
dream of cottonwood palisades; weapons are vain. 
Phantom bison from mountains to river destroying will pass 
until they lie down once again under buffalo-grass. 

Kenneth Porter, No Rain from These Clouds ( 1946 ). 

The Old Settler 

A gingham bonnet shades her wrinkled face, 
Which bends above the new-plowed soil, 
The years have stolen all her girlhood grace 
And marred ·her hands with grimy toil; 
But she still loves the changing moods of earth 
That answer to her soul's deep needs--
Her eyes behold the miracle of birth 
In each Spring's planting of new seeds. 

The neighbors think she is too old to hoc--
Too old to plant her garden plot; 
But when the first March winds begin to blow 
They see her slowly rake the lot. 
Each year she plants the crooked rows again 
With hands grown feebler than before 
While her dim eyes scan western skies for rain 
Just as they did in 'eighty four. 

Vera E. Eutsler, Kansas Authors' Club Yearbook for 1947. 
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One Home 

Mine was a Midwestern home--you can keep your world. 
Plain black hats rode the thoughts that made our code. 
We sang hymns in the house; the roof was near God. 

The light bulb that hung in the pantry made a wan light, 
but we could read by it the names of preserves--
outside, the buffalo grass, and the wind in the night. 

A wildcat sprang at Grandpa on the Fourth of July 
when he was cutting plum bushes for fuel, 
before Indians pulled the West over the edge of the sky. 

To anyone who looked at us we said, "My friend"; 
liking the cut of a thought, we could say "Hello." 
(But plain black hats rode the thoughts that made our code.) 

The sun was over our town; it was like a blade. 
Kicking cottonwood leaves we ran toward storms. 
Wherever we looked the land would hold us up. 

William Stafford, West of Your City (1960). 



M. H. Foss House. Joseph Pennell, 1904. 
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Quivira 

Also reputed to be golden, Quivira: 

Cibola, unknown 
to Coronado, meant 'buffalo' 

to the Indians, but onward, to El Dorado, 'The Gilded One', 

a country where 
boats were incrusted with gold, where 
golden bells hung from trees 

(though the food there, 

said to be served on gold, 

was buffalo). 

'We took the hump from both sides of the hump 
ribs, of all the carcasses. In taking out the hump 
we inserted the knife at the coupling of the loin, 
cutting forward down the lower side, as far forward 
as the perpendicular ribs ran; then, starting 
at the loin again, would cut down the upper side, 
thus taking out a strip from a full-grown animal 
about three feet long. Near the front of the hump 
ribs it would be ten or twelve inches wide & four 
or five inches thick. When first taken out it was 
hung up for a couple of days with the big end 
down. It became shrunken, tender & brittle, with 
no taint. The front end had a streak of lean alter-
nating with fat & when fried in tallow, made a 
feast for the gods.' 

The prairie soil was 'black & fat'&, 

according to Castaneda, the marrow of the land. 

On that soil, later to be stripped 
for prairie sod-houses, 

wild turkeys 
flocked among the persimmons 

their flesh succulent from golden sand plums, 
bitter 

with china-berries. 
The coyotes, 
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their eyes aglow on the dark horizon, barked at a moon 
above the lowing 

of buffalo, heard twenty miles 
away. 

And cottonwood trees, from whose buds 
the Indians 

made clear yellow, scattered their drift in spring 
filling the gullies. 

The Quivirans 
were to tell Coronado 

'the things 
where you are now 

are of great importance.' 

II 

As Coronado turned to retrace his steps, 
the Smoky Hills were visible north across a stream 
enveloped in an atmospheric haze 
in which the hills 
became distant, impossible mountains--

'where you are now' 

the Indians had said, 'of great 

importance'. 

The country they traveled over 
was so level, 
if one looked at the buffalo 

the sky could be seen between their legs, 

so that at a distance they appeared 
to be smooth-trunked pines whose tops jointed--

& if there was 
one bull, it seemed four 
pines. 

The country was round, as if 
a man should imagine himself in a bowl, & could sec sky 
at its edge 

an arrow's shot away. 
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And if any man 
were to lie down on his back, he lost 

sight 
of the ground. 

Did Coronado see also in that late summer storm, 
before he turned south, 
an horizon of dark funnels tapering 
toward the earth, coming with the thunderous sound of a 

buffalo herd 
out of the plains--a calm & suphurous air 
in which clouds were drawn like lightning toward the funnels--
scattering his men 
to hide among grassy hollows? 

A tornado against the sky 
like buffalo 

who were bearded as 
goats, 

with the hump of a camel, the mane 
of a lion 

& who carried 
their tails erect as they ran, 

like any European 
scorpion. 

0 Coronado, all country 
is round to 

those who lose sight of the 
ground. 

Canceas, Cansez, Kansies, Konza: the Indian word 

meaning smoky, 

from an atmospheric condition 

in the fall of the year, called 

Indian Summer: 

smoke in the air, 

in Quivira. 

Ronald Johnson, A Line of Poetry, a Row of Trees (1964). 



Place Considered as a Time Factor 

Close under bluff, in the insignificant talus 
That wind, frost, or the prairie rains have tumbled 
To the muddy edge of a prairie creek's trickle, 
Plant your feet firmly; look up. You cannot traject 
Your sight at right angles; hence you will see no trace 
Of the fat new houses affronting the territory 
A little back from the edge. There is only the twisting 
Linc of wild grass, wind-shaken, transected thrice 
By wind-gnawed cedars and a broken burr oak torn 
By wind. And the prairie sky, intense and timeless. 

That is the setting; nothing about it has changed 
Since the last morning a wandering bison came 
To the edge to look down. Stare hard; confront him. 
The big brown head, the massive oval, is calm 
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In knowledge that nothing in the world calls for caution 
But a few weak arrows, and certain wolves and coyotes. 
His beard hangs heavy; there is wind in his brown curls. 

All My Pioneers 
keep my 
skin warm 
make a 
sound like 
boones leather 
stockings 
digging toes 
into dry leaves 

William R. Moses, Identities (1965). 

come to me at night 
and tell me 
of how your wives 
all went mad 
of how your sons 
lost their 
rifles your daughters 
their beads 

and teach me 
about the 
prairie how it 
listens and 
docs nothing 

Robert Killoren, Rising Out of the Flint Hills (1972). 
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Kansas Pioneers 

"When we came to Kansas," grandfather said, 
"I built us a cabin and chinked it tight, 
There was oak and hickory for our fires, 
And a good, cold spring near the cabin site." 
Said grandma, "The wolves would howl at night." 

"I shot plenty of deer," he reminisced, 
"And prairie chickens were thick as hops; 
Fish in the crick and squirrels in the woods, 
So we didn't depend alone on crops." 
She sighed, "We were miles and miles from shops." 

"I broke the sod for some corn and wheat 
But grasshoppers plagued and dry years came; 
Some folks packed up and they went back East," 
Said he, "but we stayed and proved our claim." 
Said she, "All alone when my first child came." 

Velma West Sykes, Kansas Magazine (1955). 

Prairie Town 

There was a river under First and Main; 
the salt mines honeycombed farther down. 
A wealth of sun and wind ever so strong 
converged on that home town, long gone. 

At the north edge there were the sandhills. 
I used to stare for hours at prairie dogs, 
which had their town, and folded their little paws 
to stare beyond their fence where I was. 

River rolling in secret, salt mines with care 
holding your crystals and stillness, north prairie--
what kind of trip can I make, with what old friend, 
ever to find a town so widely rich again? 

Pioneers, for whom history was walking through dead grass, 
and the main things that happened were miles and the time of day--
you built that town, and I have let it pass. 
Little folded paws, judge me: I came away. 

William Stafford, Traveling Through the Dark ( 1962). 



Universe Is One Place 

Crisis they call it?--when 
when the gentle wheat leans at the combine and 
and the farm girl brings cool jugs wrapped in burlap 
slapping at her legs? 

We think--drinking cold water 
water looking at the sky--
Sky is home, universe is one place. 

Crisis? City folks make 

Make such a stir. 
Farm girl away through the wheat. 
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William Stafford, Traveling Through the Dark (1962). 

Kansas 

In grey, discouraged endlessness the hills 
Unravel to the long and listless plains. 
In unsuspected pregnancy the fields 
Lie naked, blue black, sullen in their sleep. 
Like weathered droppings of some giant bull, 
Low, grey ranch buildings sprawl in scattered heaps 
Amid a rusted litter of machines, 
Old furniture, tin cans, and grimy wash. 
And then, with quick, bold strokes the strumpet land 
Flings on the spring, displays in loud, gay tunes 
Its gorgeous greens, the cardinal's caustic red, 
And boasts new golden tractors to the sun. 
Big, coarse, uncouth, and blatantly ill-bred, 
It flaunts the crown of thorns upon its head. 

Rosamond Burgess Munro, Kansas Magazine (1942). 
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Space 

The wide country was nothing 
from horizon to horizon. 
Nothing except grass and sky 
and clouds and rain and time 
and monotony only the air filled. 
We could not see far 
enough 
to see the end of space or time. 
Except on clear nights 
we could not tell where north was 
until we fenced the land 
with olive orange, 
hedge rows, that enclosed nothing 
and nothing became something, 
became land, our land, 
ours to break the sod, and harrow 
and plant and harvest 
Turkey Red hard winter wheat. 

Elmer Suderman, What Can We Do Here? ( 197 4). 



Untitled. Ron Smith. 



Untitled. Ron Smith. 



Untitled. Ron Smith. 



Untitled. Ron Smith. 



Kansas Novels 
Michael D. Butler 

As a quick look at Ben Fuson's Centennial Bibliography reveals, historical novels 
dominate modern Kansas fiction. Even after all of the westerns set in 
pulp-fantasy Dodge Cities, Wichitas and Abilenes have been crossed off the list, 
most of our books still seem to be about the past-particularly about pre-Civil 
War border fighting and pioneering the Plains. That fact is fairly unsurprising and 
serves to point up that, unlike most middle American states, Kansas possesses a 
history well enough known to be called a heritage, a history that has, for good or 
bad, inspired its artists and conveyed a unique-if confused-identity to the rest 
of the nation. 

One aspect of that outland identity is the image of a forbiddingly flat land 
sparsely peopled by thin-lipped farmers and their sad-faced wives. And of those 
novels that deal with contemporary things, most do seem to be about the people 
of small towns and isolated farms. A sizable number portray the problems of 
coming of age in Kansas. 

Yet anyone who starts through Kansas fiction expecting to find adaptations 
of Main Travelled Roads, Main Street or-at the other end-The Little House on 
the Prairie writ, rewrit and rewrit once again will be surprised. The fiction of our 
state is varied. A healthy number of our writers have dealt with characters and 
events not easily fitted to that empty landscape of unbending two-lane blacktop 
and sagging telephone wires the coastal imaginations have labeled "Kansas." 
Some have confronted, contemplated and attempted to translate into literature 
things that even many- perhaps most- Kansans have forgotten: county-seat 
wars, for example; labor strife in the coal-mining regions; or the experiences of 
blacks struggling against the prejudices of towns once part of the glorious Free 
State; or of poor whites and blacks living side by side in the Kansas City slums; 
or of would-be aristocrats striving to transform "New Boston," "La Chance" or 
"Freedom" into a Great Plains New York, London or Paris. They have 
unflinchingly examined subjects considered too strong, too raw, too radical for 
stereotyped Kansans- subjects like bigotry, class hatred, drug addiction, 
interracial love or sexual relations. 

Although their number seems to include no great innovators, the writers of 
Kansas fiction have not been reluctant to experiment with style. Their work 
ranges from the spare but densely suggestive prose of the Haldeman-] uliuses' 
Dust ( 1921 ), a novel that recalls the understatement of Willa Cather or 

299 
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Sherwood Anderson, to William Allen White's self-consciously artistic In the 
Heart of a Fool (1918), which, in its omniscient point of view, complex syntax 
and heavy use of allusions, asides and discursive interchapters, reveals a large 
debt to eighteenth- and nineteenth-century British novelists. In between sit 
interesting books like William L. White's What People Said ( 1938 ), which seeks 
to speak in a vernacular voice of Kansas; Elmer Peterson's epic Trumpets West 
( 1934 ), which tries to cast the author's cyclical history of Aryan migration in 
the novelistic equivalent of musical form; Joseph Pennell's The History of Nora 
Beckham, A Museum of Home Life ( 1948 ), which in its use of narrators who 
catalogue the artifacts of "Fork City" life seems part Faulkner, part Laurence 
Sterne; Earl Thompson's A Garden of Sand ( 1970), a novel dedicated to Nelson 
Algren and imbued with the naturalism of style and subject associated with 
Chicago fiction; and, at the other end of the spectrum, Warren Fine's complexly 
surrealistic The Artificial Traveller ( 196 8 ). 

Despite its variety, however, Kansas literature is bound together by certain 
characteristics that-although they may not define the Kansas mind, experience 
or novel-are worth noting. A particularly interesting characteristic is the 
abstract quality of the Kansas portrayed by many writers. Their towns, state, 
landscape often amount to little more than vague backdrops before which 
characters stand and speak. Their books contain few descriptions; and those 
seem conventional, generalized and intended more for decoration than to convey 
the individuality of a place or its effect on the people living there. Of course, 
unlike most states, Kansas was born an abstraction. The first issues associated 
with it were social, political, philosophical; Americans knew its symbolic value 
before they learned anything about its actualities- if in fact they ever did. 
Naturally that heritage affected some writers. Many sharing their ancestors' 
affinity for big issues have yearned to puzzle out or proclaim the true meaning 
of Kansas. Elmer Peterson, for example, believed the settling of the state was the 
latest cycle in a racial epic. Geography and topography were therefore less 
important to his Trumpets West than the historical process he wished to 
illustrate. 

Similiarly, A Master's Degree (1913), a story of contemporary life by 
Margaret Hill McCarter, one of the state's most popular historical novelists, is 
organized around the idea that Kansas is the middle ground of the nation. Herc 
the best qualities of East and West will clash and then combine to form the new 
men and women of a new society. Settings are allegorical in McCarter's work, 
characters representative. As a result-and despite the possibility that its author 
may have been inspired by actual persons and places- no sense of a real Kansas 
emerges from the novel. 

One element of fiction significantly affected by this tendency toward the 
abstract is the landscape, which is frequently treated not as the country around 
Hiawatha, or Cawker City but as Nature- capital N and underlined. Some writers 
do note the effect of wind and drought on a particular place. Some like to 
consider the psychological effect of vast flat lands. Most prefer, however, to 
dwell upon those philosophical or theological implications of immense 
landscapes that carry the authority of artistic precedents. 
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Margaret Hill McCarter 

In William Allen White's In the Heart of a Fool, the "prairie" is evoked 
from time to time as an inspiration to the good and as a natural contrast to the 
unnatural doings of town-bound men. In Margaret Lynn's A Stepdaughter of the 
Prairie (1914), the land is an austere test that discovers among its lovers superior 
men and women. In both books, as well as in others, the land communicated to 
the reader is one that had been described, defined and evaluated many times 
before by Bryant, Irving, Cooper and a hundred lesser writers. It is a land of 
beauty and power and great meaning. It is not a land unique to Kansas. 

For a number of reasons-of which insecurity is probably not the least-our 
writers often seem to have preferred the truth of literary model to that drawn 
from their own observations. Kansas literature is therefore filled with skilled and 
unskilled renderings of people and places copied from the works of Hamlin 
Garland, Willa Cather, Sinclair Lewis, William Faulkner, John Steinbeck- to 
name a very few. Besides obscuring the individuality of the state, this tendency 
has sometimes betrayed our authors into both conscious and unconscious 
dishonesty. The characters, settings and action borrowed from one source often 
clash with the themes or ideas originating somewhere else. 

In Frederick Wakeman's The Fabulous Train (1955), for example, the 
citizens of Scranton, Kansas, look suspiciously like the inhabitants of Cannery 
Row after a week's marination on Tobacco Road. Most of them are loafers who 
hang around the town's one dive drinking beer and shooting pool. They include 
a doctor whose degree comes from a long-abandoned diploma mill in Arkansas, a 
Mexican couple that spends most of the book trying to force a marriage between 
their pregnant daughter and the son of the town's wealthiest man, and a 
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slow-witted bumpkin who poses as an idiot savant. He maintains a reputation for 
being able to multiply any two numbers together only because no one in 
Scranton is able to check his answers. For two-thirds of the book, Wakeman 
treats this bunch with the amused contempt that such blatantly literary ~afs 
deserve. Then his hero steps forward and, in a speech rejecting Communism, 
offers up this praise of "the Kansas kid." "You can't turn a Kansas kid into a 
Commie," he says. "He won't trade in his dusty old Kansas freedom to any 
other kind of state; he doesn't trust states. He's not looking for a federal papa to 
support him, he's trying to get away from the rheumy old despot." 

Despite the suspicious glibness of the statement, its assumption may be 
perfectly sound. Nothing about Scranton's loafers, however, supports it. They 
would, we have been shown again and again, sell out anything for a dollar and a 
half. When composing this hymn to "the Kansas kid," Wakeman either forgot 
that the pool-hall gang were Kansas kids too or else-just as likely-did not 
foresee their effect on his book because they were someone else's creations; he 
had never really understood them. Whatever the case, they make a mockery of 
the novel's intended message and leave the reader convinced that its author was 
either an incompetent, a hypocrite or both. 

A vagueness about details is a characteristic shared by three of the earliest 
written and most widely read of the books that pass for Kansas fiction. Neither 
E.W. Howe's The Story of a Country Town (1883), Frank Baum's Wizard of Oz 
.(1900) nor Charles Sheldon's In His Steps (1897) actually discussed what it is 
like to live specifically in Kansas. With Howe's book, there is a good reason: it is 
supposedly set in Missouri. Sheldon's takes place for the most part in "a small 
Midwestern city" then shifts to Chicago. Only The Wizard of Oz mentions the 
state. Nevertheless, all three are rightly associated with Kansas a-nd as a group 
proVide a good starting place for any study of its modern novels. They 
foreshadow so much found in later works that it is tempting-even if 
irresponsible-to argue that they either determine, or define or discover the 
progress and shape of Kansas fiction. 

The setting of The Story of a Country Town, "the prairie district out West, 
where we had gone to grow up with the country," is, as mentioned, supposedly 
the part of Missouri in which Howe had lived as a boy. Ben Fuson has observed, 
however, that while the town is "technically Fairview," the book "reflects much 
of Atchison's flavor." Kansans-like the rest of the nation-now associate the 
novel's grim picture with their state. For all practical purposes, The Story of a 
Country Town has become a Kansas novel. Despite its traditional classification 
as "realism," Howe's book is not an extremely accurate, highly detailed portrait 
of life in a particular place. Although its loose plotting and formlessness give it 
the look of vernacular history, the novel is in fact extremely literary. Its 
characters and events owe as much to the drama and fictio.n of the eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries as to life. It includes such conventional figures as 
an aristocratic young wastrel and would-be seducer, a comic country squire, a 
bumpkin, a fanatically antiliquor spinster, a termagant wife. A tormented young 
miller's murder of the decadent aristocrat has correspondents in hundreds of 
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pulp romances; a long-lost father's unmasking climaxed dozens of sensational 
thrillers. 

However, none of Howe's borrowings explain the popularity · of what is by 
traditional standards a very ordinary book. In The Story of a Country Town, 
Howe seems to have somehow transcended his unpromising material and created 
a work of psychological resonance. Contemporaries like Mark Twain and William 
Dean Howells appear to have praised the book in spite of their literary standards; 
modern readers who ordinarily consider anything written before last Tuesday 
unbearably tedious often find themselves touched by the novel in ways they 
cannot explain. The power and integrity of Howe's novel result from an almost 
flawless realization of its creator's despair. Nearly every character, every event, 
every description embodies the same dark vision. The town's citizens, people 
small in accomplishment but big in conceit, form a community in which 
"everyone seemed to be miserable and discontented ... the men surly and 
rough, and the women pale and fretful." The narrator believes himself an 
unwanted child. His father is so distorted by unhappiness he deserts a patient 
and loving wife for a shrew whose ill temper he thinks might be better suited to 
his ambition. He knows that he runs from pleasure to pain; even as he leaves he 
expects no good to come of his elopement. The narrator's best friend, an 
industrious and intelligent young miller, is driven mad by a pathological 
idealization of women. He murders his faithful wife's imagined lover then kills 
himself. The narrator's beloved, an older woman, is the impoverished daughter 
of a shrew so terrible her husband faked shipwreck to escape her. 

Within what is, according to Carl Van Doren, "this grimmest and most stern 
of American novels," a reader will find neither joy nor the promise of it. He will 
instead discover a world of inescapable and infernally repetitive agony. He will 
discover . people, processes, events, episodes that illustrate and exemplify the 
inevitable pain and frustration of life. According to one character, the history of 
everyman is this: 

... he is finally born, and the women of the neighborhood come in to 
see which one of his parents he resembles, although it should be 
known beforehand that he will be like the uglier one in face and 
disposition. This may always be depended upon; it never fails. When 
he is a month old, or on the first regular bill day after his birth, his 
father quarrels with the doctor for bringing him into the world at all, 
and pays the price in great anger, and under protest, vowing that he 
will never again give the old quack opportunity to rob him. When he is 
three or four months old, his father and mother quarrel as to whether 
he shall be named for her people or his folks. This settled, he is 
attacked with colic, followed in rapid succession by the numerous 
distressing complaints which nobody ever escaped. After this comes 
his boyhood, which he always remembers as being particularly 
disagreeable, as he never gets enough to eat, and is constantly being 
found fault with and whipped. At last he is started to school, where a 
man who is a tyrant because he is not a lawyer (or a woman who is 
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cross because she is not married) endures him during the hours of the day 
when the outside is most attractive. From this he runs away, and serves an 
apprenticeship with the world, making many mistakes, and doing so many 
foolish things, that he is crestfallen the remainder of his life. Then he 
marries the wrong woman, and has the experience of his father over again, 
meanwhile working like a slave to get something ahead. 

The relationship of The Wizard of Oz to Kansas literature may originally 
have also been slight. Only the first and last chapters of the book are set in the 
state; only six pages definitely describe it. Some scholars have in fact suggested 
that the landscape pictured on those six pages might actually lie around 
Aberdeen, South Dakota. Whatever the original inspiration, however, Baum 
called his wasteland "Kansas" and for all the world Kansas it is. Within the past 
ten years, some literary historians have theorized that the book might properly 
be read as an allegorical rendering of nineteenth century Kansas politics. The 
Emerald City, yellow brick road and silver shoes, they argue, take on greater 
significance when considered in the context of Populist economics. The Wizard 
could be William Jennings Bryant. The Witch of the East could represent 
American industry, her Western sister hostile nature. 

No matter what the value of those interpretations, The Wizard of Oz is a 
significant book containing elements that echo through later Kansas fiction. In 
the contrasts of Kansas to Oz, and the wasteland of the Western witch to the 
Emerald City, Baum's. fairy story combines the myths of the Great Desert and 
Virgin Land into one ambiguous vision. The city and its wizard are early 
examples of hollow ideals artifically sustained by illusion. Its witches of 
North-South and East-West embody an ambivalence toward women typical of 
much later writing. Yet if for nothing else, The Wizard of Oz is important 
because-South Dakota or not-it contains what must be one of the bleakest 
descriptions of Kansas in literature: 

When Dorothy stood in the doorway and looked around, she 
could see nothing but the great gray prairie on every side. Not a tree 
nor a house broke the broad sweep of flat country that reached the 
edge of the sky in all directions. The sun had baked the plowed land 
into a gray mass, with little cracks running through it. Even the grass 
was not green, for the sun had burned the tops of the long blades until 
they were the same gray color to be seen everywhere. Once the house 
had been painted, but the sun blistered the paint and the rains washed 
it away, and now the house was as dull and gray as everything else. 

When Aunt Em came there to live she was a young pretty wife. 
The sun and wind had changed her, too. They h.ad taken the sparkle 
from her eyes and left them a sober gray; they had taken the red from 
her cheeks and lips, and they were gray, also. She was thin and gaunt, 
and never smiled, now. When Dorothy, who was an orphan, first came 
to her, Aunt Em had been so startled by the child's laughter that she 
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would scream and press her hand upon her heart whenever Dorothy's 
merry voice reached her ears; and she still looked at the little girl with 
wonder that she could find anything to laugh at. 

Uncle Henry never laughed. He worked hard from morning til 
night and did not know what joy was. He was gray also, from his long 
beard to his rough boots, and he looked stern and solemn, and rarely 
spoke. 

Today unread by all but the most conscientious of literary historians, 
Topeka clergyman Charles Sheldon's In His Steps was once a phenomenally 
popular book. Because a faulty copyright allowed the release of countless 
unauthorized editions, the exact number of copies bought is not known. 
Probably two million were sold in America and six million around the rest of the 
world. Written as a serialized sermon to be preached at Sunday evening services, 
the novel recounts what happens in a small city after some of its citizens vow to 
live up to the ideals of their religion. A publisher stops printing news of · 
prizefights, rejects liquor and tobacco advertising and suspends his Sunday 
edition; a railroad superintendent informs the government that his superiors are 
systematically violating the Interstate Commerce Act; a young singer rejects light 
opera to entertain at revival meetings held in the- saloon district; a college 
president leaves his sheltered study to enter politics and battle the liquor 
interests; a store owner reorganizes his business giving a greater voice to his 
employees; a young heiress moves into the Chicago slums and teaches natural 
cooking to the poor. Sheldon's heroic characters end the novel poorer, estranged 
from friends, family and class, but richer in spirit and filled with hope for a 
renewed prosperity built upon Christian principles. 

In His Steps is grounded in a belief in man's fundamental benevolence 
toward his fellows. Preaching the Social Gospel, it calls for a nonpolitical form 
of Christian socialism. The problems of our society are temporary, Sheldon 
implies; therefore, their solutions must lie in this world. Reorganization, 
renovation, the reemphasis of older values combined with the total prohibition 
of liquor should be enough to deal with any contemporary ill. 

Because it is essentially a sermon, In His Steps is the least novelistic of these 
three early books. Everything in it is directed toward illustrating and supporting 
the central argument. Sheldon wastes little time on characterization, setting, or 
the interplay of the two. The relationship of his novel to Kansas is consequently 
even less obvious than that of either The Wizard of Oz or The Story of a 
Country Town. Nevertheless there is one-an important one. In His Steps 
manifests the social conscience that played so significant a role in the founding 
of the Free State and that-aligned with varying causes, examining various 
problems, attacking various evils-provides the subjects, themes and drive of so 
much Kansas fiction. 

Harold Bell Wright's That Printer of Udall's (1902) portrays another small 
city-su

0

pposcdly patterned after Pittsburg-grown complacent in its Christianity. 
A minister and his congregation are, like Sheldon's characters, challenged by an 
out-of-work printer to live the principles of their religion. Those who try quickly 
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find themselves in conflict with the substantial people of the town-their friends, 
parents, · and in some cases, clergymen-who form a coalition of the smug and 
sanctimonious. This "better class of people" consists of the new 
Americans-embarrassed by religious fervor, disdainful of democracy, strutting 
within an artifically constructed but jealously maintained caste system. Wright, 
like Sheldon, hoped for a society that could rediscover and fulfill its original 
promise by totally realizing the "change that comes to the individual who 
applies Christ's teachings to his daily life." He differed in that he believed reform 
would come through the application of sound business principles and practices 
to religion. Sheldon's novel suggests that its author mistrusted the modern; 
Wright obviously embraced it. His good people form an alliance of old and 
young businessmen, modern girls and those clergymen who prefer action to 
sectarian squabbling. 

Wright hedged a bit by giving his utopians the right to arrest any "vagrants" 
who do not wish to take part in the reformation, but, like Sheldon, he based his 
faith in the future on the willingness of people to change for the better. That 
Printer of Udall's contains atheists who convert to Christ, a hired assassin who 
refuses to murder the son of an old friend, a madam who tolerates no mockery 
of the Salvation Army members she allows to preach in her brothel. 
Furthermore, many of Wright's specific proposals and goals are much like 
Sheldon's. Not surprisingly, prohibition is the keystone of his crusade too. Here 
is his description of a city transformed by its practical reformation. 

In place of the saloons that once lined the east side of Broadway and 
the principal streets leading to it, there were substantial b~ildings and 
respectable business firms. The gambling dens and brothels had been 
forced to close their doors, and their occupants driven to seek other 
fields for their degrading profession. Cheap variety and vulgar 
burlesque troops had the city listed as no good, and passed it by, while 
the best of musicians and lecturers were always sure of crowded 
houses. The churches, of all denominations, had been forced to 
increase their seating capacity; and the attendance at High School and 
Business College had enlarged four fold; the city ,streets and public 
buildings, the lawns and fences even, by their clean and well-kept 
appearance, showed an honest pride, and a purpose above mere 
existence. But a stranger would notice, . first of all, the absence of 
loafers on the street corners, and the bright, interested expressions and 
manners of the young men whom he chanced to meet. 

The faith in the benevolent adaptability of mankind, a legacy of the Social 
Gospel, appears and reappears in Kansas fiction. In Dorothy Canfield Fisher's 
The Bent Twig (1915), a young heroine must-after travelling physically, 
intellectually and spiritually from the university town of La Chance to Paris and 
back-choose between the values of her mother, a democratically unfashfonable 
faculty wife, and those of her aunt, a stylishly aristocratic widow. The mother 
has no time for pretense; she is the main moral support of her 
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family-particularly of her amiable, intelligent and weak husband. The aunt, we 
are told, is a nice lady but wholly selfish and without principle. She uses people 
then throws them aside. She means no harm to anyone but turns her stepson 
into an incurable alcoholic and his tutor, a once-promising professor, into a 
morphine addict. The heroine must decide between the spiritual good sense of 
the one woman and the materialistic frivolity of the other: between a life 
motivated by concern for others and one driven by love of self. She chooses 
correctly, of course, and rejects a coldly ambitious art critic for a young 
millionaire who has turned his Kansas coal mines over to their workers. Then the 
lovers settle on a moderately prosperous tree farm in Vermont. 

To judge by her novel, Dorothy Fisher's socialism is not an economic or 
political system imposed on people from above but an outflowing of the 
individual's sense of responsibility for others. The men and women of The Bent 
Twig are divided into those who love and those who wish to possess. They are 
distinguished as those who recognize the humanity and uniqueness of all people, 
and those for whom the world is the unfocused background of a cherished 
reflection in the mirror. 

Similar ideas run through William Allen White's In the Heart of a Fool 
(1918), which follows a central Kansas town from settlement through social and 
economic diversification, then seizure by Eastern speculators, to the outbreak 
and resolution oflabor strife. Conflict between the spiritual and the materialistic 
provides the theme and action of the novel. Its villain, an ambitious judge, lives 
wholly for this world. Unable to believe in anything he cannot touch, weigh or 
move about, he lusts for women and political power. His adversary is a young 
carpenter, the son of a pioneer, who devotes his life to the betterment of 
mankind. He organizes the miners of the valley; he directs their establishment of 
the communal farms that will give them the independence required for a 
confrontation with the aristocracy of the town. 

Like Fisher, White seems to preach a socialism that is less an economic or 
political structure than a systematizing of love. Significantly, he apparently 
believes that if realized, such an entity would be unique to Kansas. His carpenter 
is not typical of "the aristocracy of the labor world," because he advocates 
"unionism as a faith rather than as a material means for material advancement.,, 

After the unions go out on strike, capital reacts violently. Scabs are brought 
into the valley; the national guard is called out to protect them. The Christ-like 
carpenter is tortured to death by a gang of terrified and temporarily crazed 
businessmen. Yet In the Heart of a Fool ends with an upbeat assertion that the 
spiritual did overcome the materialistic in Kansas and that-implications of plot 
to the contrary-original democratic ideals did triumph over the selfishness that 
generated America "the money mad," "the charnel house of greed." Sadly 
enough, White's evidence of transformation was the First World War. He wrote 
in the final pages of his novel: 

The new epoch dawned; clear and strong came the call to Americans 
to go forth and fight in the Great War-not for themselves, not for 
their own glory, nor their own safety, but for the soul of the world. 
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William Allen White 

And the old spirit of America rose and responded. The long inward 
struggle, seen only by the wise, only by those who knew how God's 
truth conquers in this earth, working beneath the surface, deep in the 
heart of things, the long inward struggle of the spirit of America for its 
own was won. 

So it came to pass that the richness of the continent was poured 
out for an ideal, that the genius of those who had seemed to be serving 
only Mammon was devoted passionately to a principle, and that the 
blood of those who came in seeming greed to America was shed 
gloriously in the high emprise which called America to this new world 
crusade. 

Paul Wellman's The Chain (1949) confronts similar problems, makes similar 
observations and reaches many of the same conclusions. The Chain examines 
modern life in Jericho, Kansas- the setting of Wellman's well-known historical 
novels. By what are presumably the late 1940s, classes have rigidified into castes 
in the southwestern city. Rich and poor have moved farther apart spiritually, 
socially and geographically. The wealthy have abandoned their old neighborhood 
to the foreign employees of a local packing plant and have moved up onto the 
hill surrounding the city. The action of the novel revolves around their efforts to 
move the Episcopalian parish- to give up the old church and build a new one on 
the heights. 

The hero of The Chain is a mysterious priest, an ex -convict, who offends 
his well-set congregation by- once again - attempting to live strictly according to 
the principles of his religion. He insists that the church stay wh ere it is needed. 
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He successfully resists his opponents until a series of newspaper articles attacking 
him enflamc the people of the slum. They stone him. But his death-and the 
example of his ascetic life- brings final victory to his priest's cause. The wealthy 
arc made contrite and set about improving the lot of the poor. The entire city 
experiences a reawakening of honesty, humanity and faith in truly American 
values. The symbol of this transformation is low-cost housing development built 
for the unfortunate by two of the powerful men who had earlier been their most 
efficient exploiters. 

Nobody ever saw a housing project just like it. Grimes and Wescott 
had much power, and a thousand ways to exert it. Where material 
shortages existed elsewhere, abundant materials became available in 
Jericho, as far-flung tentacles of finance made themselves felt in 
surprisingly distant places. Government, as far away as Topeka and 
even Washington, bestirred itself to assist. Labor was marshaled by a 
master at handling labor. The speed with which the building went on 
was phenomenal-whole streets of small houses sprang up at the same 
time, excavating, frameworks, roofing, finishing, and painting 
occurring simultaneously, so that almost overnight, it seemed, families 
were beginning to move in. It was almost a miracle of industrial 
achievement, that transformation of Jugtown in one winter's time. 

It should be recorded, however, that Porter Grimes and Todd 
Wescott were not entirely fatuous in handling their project .... 
Furthermore they knew humankind, and that a family respects itself 
and its neighbors more when it knows that all the homes in the block 
are being paid for honestly, even if the payments are markedly easy. 

The attitudes toward humankind embodied in that passage recall Wright's 
dream of infusing religion with sound business principles. They echo Sheldon's 
assumption that practicing brotherhood only makes good sense. They reflect 
Fisher's belief in reform's necessary radiation from a human center. They 
reaffirm once again the faith in fundamental goodness: that a slight readjustment 
of rcla tionships, a shift in emphasis, a quick recovery of older values will do to 
reform society or- more to the point- recapture the original virtue of a lost 
Kansas. 

Many citizens of California and New York have an image of the Plainsman 
that is curiously mixed and that- significantly enough- corresponds to the 
European's idea of America. On the one hand we arc, they know, almost 
stupidly cheerful about human possibility; on the other, they know too, we are a 
melancholy, mistrusting and pessimistic people. Kansas fiction does nothing to 
challenge that ambivalent vision. The faith in man's ability to reconstitute his 
life and surroundings may be widespread but so is a sad impatience at his need 
to. Likewise, embedded within the most utopian visions there often lies an angry 
implication that contemporary Kansas betrays the Free State and pioneer pasts. 

A number of our writers have suggested and proclaimed that the state's 
history recounts a degenerative descent from high ideals to base practices: from 
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moral fervor to moralistic smugness. In The Bent Twig, Dorothy Fisher 
described the rejection of a mixed-blood child by her public school classmates. 
In Not Without Laughter (1930), Langston Hughes delineated the 
less-than-subtle bigotries practiced during the early part of this century in a town 
like Lawrence, former capital of the Free State. "I guess Kansas is getting like 
the South, isn't it ma," a black child in that book says to his grandmother. 
"They don't like us here either, do they?" William Allen White's In the Heart of 
a Fool traces the development of a city from democratic settlement of equals to 
an exploitive hierarchy of rigidly defined castes. In What People Said ( 19 38 ), 
William L. White portrays a state where pioneer adventurousness has shrunk to 
the daring of a stock swindler: where the high purpose of the abolitionists has 
shriveled into the self-satisfaction of fashionable people who drink behind drawn 
shades but vote dry because prohibition is good for "the others." In a similar 
outburst of righteousness, during the First World War the citizens who inhabit 
the Fork City of Joseph Pennell's The History of Nora Beckham rent rooms to 
soldiers at high prices and call it "doing something for the boys." 

Kenneth Davis's Morning in Kansas (1952) is one of the more extensive 
treatments of the state's moral decline. According to Davis, Kansans of the 
thirties 

continued to employ a frontier vocabulary long after its words ceased 
to have a clear outer reference. "Freedom" was deemed synonymous 
with "independence," the virtues of "individualism" were flatly 
opposed to the vices of "socialism," by people who grasped one 
another in a deathly embrace, clung to one another in the stifling 
closeness of their "organizations," cleaving mouth-to-mouth and 
eye-to-eye in a cold passion for conformity. Eagerly they accepted a 
counterfeit "liberty" whose essence ... wa~ the enslavement of the 
soul. 

An elderly librarian in the novel believes her fellow citizens dominated by "the 
gristle-minded, loose-bellied inheritors of the once great state, pcrvcrters of the 
old high free Kansas tradition." Her version of Kansas history runs: 

There'd been the bold idealism of Puritan Abolitionists and the 
gambling courage of Southern Cavaliers; there'd been buffalo hunters 
and Indian fighters and wild cowboys in cattle towns; there'd been 
pioneer-farmer Swedes and Mennonites, Germans and Russians, IrLc;h 
and Bohemians, battling dust storms and grasshopper plagues and 
drouth and flood across the plains. There'd been all these. And now, 
in 1932, there was Jonas Evans. Brave men and women had mingled 
their sweat and blood with the Kansas earth to make it proudly bloom 
and the .cities rise.· They'd made Kansas. And Jonas Evans had 

·acquired it who bought trinkets at one pr:icc and sold them at another 
and created nothing; American Legion Evans who knew what 
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Patriotism was, and no question about it: it was whatever made profits 
for him and his kind. Americanism is Good Business. 

The sense of loss expressed in this passage remains fairly constant within modern 
Kansas literature although the terms used to describe it and the attitudes 
generatecl by it change. In addition, that sense of loss also seems related in an 
interesting way to something often deemed characteristic of Midwestern 
fiction-the conflict of generations. 

Whether unique or not, one aspect of the conflict in Kansas fiction is that it 
frequently pits a coalition of the young and old against-for want of a more 
precise term-the middle aged. Davis's novel recounts the experiences of a shy 
and intelligent boy growing up during the depression in New Boston, a college 
town like Manhattan. His friends and natural allies are an elderly librarian and an 
old doctor retired by blindness. His equally natural enemies are the smug 
know-nothings of town and college and their children. The high point of the 
boy's adolescence comes when physically and in print he attacks a group of 
vigilantes-so "unhampered by information or logic" they can "elevate 
self-interest to the level of patriotic principle" -as they drive a Communistic 
speaker from town. He is then beaten to a pulp. Davis seems to have faith in the 
possibilities of the children, however. The boy's courage gains him the respect of 
his classmates and the friendship of the boy he fought. 

Other novels present similar situations in which the young strive to 
recapture something known to their grandparents but squandered, thrown away 
or sold out by their parents. In In His Steps a young singer's decision to 
renounce musical comedy for the revival tent upsets her mother more than 
anyone. When a young heiress shelters a drunken prostitute, her dainty aunt 
moves out of their house. In That Printer of Udall's, the youngest members of a 
church learn that their parents are the greatest obstacles to the reformation they 
seek. Their strongest ally is an old businessman who had, presumably, been in on 
Kansas from the beginning. Again and again, the young and the old join together 
against those smug hypocrites whose exploitive materialism has disgraced the 
pioneer's vision. 

Related to this is another characteristic of our fiction. Many novels-the 
happy ones at least-conclude with their heroes and heroines leaving the state. 
Davis's Morning in Kansas ends that way, as does The Bent Twig, Langston 
Hughe's Not Without Laughter, Joseph Pennell's The History of Nora Beckham, 
William Irlge's My Son is a Splendid Driver, Margaret McCarter's A Master's 
Degree and Frederick Wakeman's The Fabulous Train. Elmer Peterson's 
Trumpets West ends with the protagonist's son, an aviator, flying west from 
California. William Allen White's In the Heart of a Fool embodies its hope for 
tomorrow in a young musician whose career must be fulfilled in the East. Even 
Laura Ingalls Wilder's Little House on the Prairie closes with the family 
abandoning its Kansas homestead and moving on. The Wizard of Oz is, i.n fact, 
one of the few books to offer a return to Kansas as a happy ending. Read in 
connection with the antipathy for the present so frequently expressed in our 
fiction, that pattern suggests that, despite a commitment to optimism, many of 
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our writers have believed that for Kansans the past was dead and the future lay 
somewhere else. 

In literature, the struggle between generations is, of course, more often 
psychologically bred than ideological. Kansas fiction contains a number of more 
conventional domineering parents. Howe's The ·Story of a Country Town is 
dominated by the brooding figure of the narrator's father, a parent so well 
known he is considered a Midwestern archetype. That miserable man, who does 
not believe in affection, who thinks children punishment for sin, who expects no 
good to come of any man's efforts, not only projects his unhappiness onto the 
world around him but as husband, father and minister insures its perpetuation 
through the lives of his wife, his son and his parishioners. 

Another striking version of this character appears in Rebellion (1927), a 
novel written by Howe's daughter Mateel Howe Farnham. The father she 
portrayed is, in fact, even less sympathetic. A displaced descendent of the Old 
South, he worships an ideal of genteel ferninity while degrading the women of 
his family. After being ordered to bed by a doctor, his wife struggles up in the 
night-at his silent urging-to make him his customary onion sandwich. She dies 
the next day. He cuts his daughter off from a trust fund that is rightfully hers 
because she plans to marry a social inferior-a graduate of Columbia architecture 
school who is also the son of a town laborer. The father would, the novel makes 
clear, prefer that she marry no one. His unrecognized incestuous longing would 
have her remain "appealingly, pathetically feminine-lovely, delicate, fragile, a 
pearl above price, more precious than rubies, given into his keeping" to "cherish 
her, guard her, protect her beautiful purity and innocence." The daughter 
escapes, but only after being given a blackmail weapon by the discovery that her 
gr,andmother's life did not completely conform to her father's ideal. The novel 
ends ambiguously; the father sits alone in his house awaiting his daugher's return 
from Europe and dreaming of a world where things will once again be all right 
between him and his little girl. 

Today's reader would, I hope, find Rebellion timely in its treatment of a 
"modern woman's" struggle against the repressive definitions of ladylike 
behavior sustained by an entire community's unthinking smugness. The father is 
not the only tyrant in Mateel Farnham's New Concord, Kansas. He is merely the 
mast grotesque. Social snobbery is the town's religion; keeping women in their 
proper place is its ritual. And a community "overrun with women and girls who 
are bored to death because they have so much time on their hands and nothing 
interesting or constructive to do" is the reality of its ideal. 

Although tyrannical fathers are common enough in literature, terrible 
mothers supposedly dominate American writing. Kansas fiction contains lots of 
mothers-good and bad. Mothers are significant features of the American 
imagination's ambivalent picture of this state. On one side stand those statues of 
the pioneer mothers-the Madonnas of the trail-who embodied the feminine 
force that settled and civilized the plains. But on the other-a little starker and 
mor.e terrifying-is the figure of Carrie Nation who, hatchet in hand, used to call 
into the saloons: "Come out now, boys. Corne out and talk to mother." 
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Manifesting the essential elements of that darker image are the termagant 
wife and mother of The Story of a Country Town-a woman so dreadful she 
drives her husband to fake his loss at sea-and the beautifully cruel aunt of The 
Bent Twig. Dorothy Fisher's novel also contains an odious faculty wife, a pillar 
of society, who possesses the power to decide who will be invited to join the 
right people of La Chance and what they will do once among them. Exasperated 
by the heroine's rejection of a wealthy, well-connected and handsome young 
rapist, that creature declares: 

That's the way men are-all men-and there's no use thinking it horrid 
unless you're going into a convent. It's not so bad either,-once you 
get the hang of managing it-it's a hold on them. It's a force, like any 
other force of nature that you can either rebel against, or turn to your 
account and make servicable, if you'll only accept it and not try to 
quarrel with water for running downhill. As long as she herself isn't 
carried away by it, it's a weapon in the hand of a clever woman. 

The chief villainess of Paul Wellman's The Chain is Algeria Wedge, a power 
hungry manipulator who has turned her son into a moral incompetent fit only to 
act as a companion for older women. Algeria lacks even the atrophied sense of 
honor and fair play possessed by the disagreeable men of the novel. She hits 
below the belt. Her newspaper runs the series of articles that incite the murder 
of The Chain's saintly hero. Wellman endowed this terrible mother with a 
significance extending beyond Jericho when he tied her into the degeneration of 
the American press. What she had done to her son and to her city, Wellman 
suggested, reflects what women have done to journalism: 

There was a time when the American press was masculine, surrounded 
by much dignity: with editors who, rightly or wrongly, were strong 
bulwarks of weighty opinion, so that editorial opinions were read 
carefully by the public because they said something. News was 
handled with decorum, the trivial was treated as such, and events 
received attention and space in relation to their importance alone, 
even when they were dry .... 

But in the latter part of the last century some genius, with an 
entirely new thesis, made a survey which disclosed the fact that the 
American woman carried the American pocketbook .... 

And so began a race for feminine favor. Reading tastes of women · 
were studied with prayerful interest. Speedily it was discovered . that 
ponderous editorials, however important, were dismissed with dainty 
yawns by the ladies. By the same token editors discovered that 
women, far from desiring "protection" fr.om the sordid, displayed an 
ardent interest in a detailed-if vicarious-knowledge of what had been 
the unmentionables of life. 

Within a decade or so the American newspaper changed from an 
organ of opinion to a device of entertainment .... All matters were 
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viewed from the standpoint of "human interest" which is to say from 
the standpoint of plain old gossip. Shrill self-righteousness and that 
maddeningly illogical and therefore unanswerable trick of putting the 
opposition in the wrong, which so many women use with murderous 
effect on their husbands, were cultivated by all newspapers. Fickleness 
and inconsistency became universal. That cynic who said that women 
have no pride only vanity, had but the thinnest aspect of truth for his 
assertion: yet had he said the same of the daily newspaper he might 
not have been far from absolute verity. 

Julia Siebel's A Narrow Covering (1956) portrays the deadly effect of a 
northwestern Kansas mother on her children. A morbidly religious woman, she 
instills in them her rigid moralism and systematically, if unconsciously, deprives 
them of any chances at happiness. Like The Story of a Country Town, A Narrow 
Covering depicts the perpetuation of misery. Release from despair lies only in 
the suicides to which son and daugher are eventually driven. 

One of the· major figures in Kenneth Davis's Morning in Kansas is a woman 
who, after failing to become the social center of New Boston, turns her 
frustrated energies toward her son and renders him unfit for business, friendship 
or marriage. He retreats from the outside world until he finds himself imprisoned 
within her sphere of influence and trapped inside the decaying mansion built to 
be the realization of her social ambitions, the monument to her pride. His escape 
is also his revenge when he sits down before the bed to which she has been 
confined and slits his throat from ear to ear. Of all the mothers in the Kansas 
novels I have read, this one, Laura Harcourt Baldridge, is the most grotesque-in 
appearance if not behavior. · 

She was halfway sitting up in the bed, propped up by pillows, and her 
arms spread from her bare shoulders, below the shoulder straps of her 
sleeveless nightgown and over the top of the sheet. "Spread" was the 
right word: the arms were enormous wings of fat, mottled of skin, as 
thick through . as the waist of a young girl: and he saw then that she 
was enormously fat of body too. What he had taken to be an untidy 
heap of bedclothes was in reality the upward heave of her abdomen 
beneath her bulging breasts, her abdomen apparently a double fold of 
unhealthy flesh, giving ways to legs which, in so far as he could trace 
their outlines through the bedclothes, were disproportionately thin. 

The struggle with Oedipal urges implicit in the Baldridge parts of Davis's novel 
becomes explicit in Earl Davis's A Garden of Sand (1970) in a boy's seduction 
of his mother. The conflict is more muted but as pervasive in The History of 
Nora Beckham, where the complicated rememberings of the narrator constitute 
his attempt t<;> confront; comprehend and free himself from his mother's 
influence. The narrator of William Inge's My Son Is a Splendid Driver ( 1971) 
toils through a similar process. His liberation comes with a recognition of his 
love for his father-and a consequent discovery of his hatred for his mother. 
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Inge's novel increases the significance of Kansas's terrible mothers by 
translating their relations with husbands and sons into a theory of history. While 
describing Dodge City, the narrator states: 

It was a small town ("too big for its boots," the saying was) and could 
not help but flaunt itself in lawlessness. A town of "wild and arrogant 
men who meant to live as they pleased. A wholly male world in which 
women could live only as whores or servants, in which man could 
boast of himself as an animal and piss in the middle of the street if he 
felt like it, despising female disapproval. Needless to say, such a 
civilization had to pass .. · .. 

There was little here now to suggest to the stranger the violence 
or the romance of the past. The temperament of the people seemed as 
level as the flat horizon. Men stayed home and minded their wives, or 
met downtown 4t the billiard parlor and drank near beer~ ... Women 
ruled the town. They had become the guardians of public safety. Men 
now behaved themselves in order that their wives could walk down the 
street without being offended or assaulted. With the coming of law 
and order, it was as if men had finally given up and let their wives take 
over, as if admitting they had done a bad job of things and were 
willing now to be good little boys. But I since have wondered if their 
gesture was not more pathetic than noble, for all the older men I saw 
about me as a boy seemed to be living with a sense of guilt; no longer 
able to live as outlaws, they could no longer live as men. . 

To judge from what is admittedly insufficient evidence, Inge's 
theory-particularly its sexual division of men and women into the lawless and 
the lawful, the romantic and the practical-is universally accepted as a Kansas 
truth. Not all of our writers consider women terrifying or destructive. Many 
deny the Witches of East and West. Yet the difference between those who fear 
and those who adore seems to be more in attitude than in definition. Those 
writers who do not believe woman terrible still accept their adversaries' vision of 
her force and effect. But they have faith that she works toward the good; they 
worship a goddess of order whose procreative abilities generate society: whose 
will sustains it. "If it weren't for women," says a female character in another 
Kansas novel, Respectable Women by Gilbert Rees, "men would run wild in 
packs." A lot of people seem to agree that-for good or bad-she is right. 

Langston Hughes's Not Without Laughter is the story of a strong woman's 
efforts to keep her family together and to protect her daughters and grandchild 
from both the prejudices and the temptations that would frustrate their 
ambitions. The most powerful of temptations is a man, the grandson's father and 
an amiable wanderer who likes best to watch people smile as they dance to the 
blues of his guitar. 

Many fictional Kansans arc musicians who fiddle while their wives work. 
The father in 11te Bent Twig, a violinist, is weaker than his wife. He plays 
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Langston Hughes 

baseball while she grades his papers; at her death he loses control of his life and 
spends his last years trying to contact her through spirit writing. 

In Trumpets West, a novel dedicated "to the mothers," Elmer Peterson 
declares that the differences between man and woman are both genetically 
determined and historically significant. In his opening section, he says of an 
Indo-European couple: "A bond of desire was between them. He was the 
optimist, the explorer, the inventor with his beloved toy, the wisent-horn. She 
was the tiller of the land, the always mother." Peterson's modern heroine is a 
Scotch-Irish girl whose studies in Emporia have reinforced her natural longing 
for the permanence and security of an Eastern-influenced society. Her husband, 
a westward-looking Swede, fails as a banker because he hates working with 
money. He prefers to dream of the ideals that might be realized on the other side 
of the horizon. 

The same relationship of man and woman is portrayed in Gilbert Rees's 
Respectable Women ( 19 54 ). This novel was supposedly written to illustrate a 
virtue sadly lacking in America of the 1950s- the courage of the women who, in 
the editor's ambiguous words, "trod down the West." The heroine's 
father-another temporary man-is a dreamer, a womanizer and a fiddler. The 
mother keeps the family alive; she finds food and clothing for her girls, wood for 
their fire. She works hard, she steals when necessary. Father plans dance halls. 
The heroine's marriage reflects the influence of her parents. She weds a 
weakling, a man already broken in by his mother. Still the couple conforms to 
pattern. He is the visionary, she the provider .. While he argues labor union and 
equality, she sews curtains, sweeps, cooks. While, in other words, he plays at 
socialism, she keeps home and- the nov~l suggests-nation together. 
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A less-grating version of this myth is that found in what may be the one 
book about Kansas read by most Kansans, Laura Ingalls Wilder's Little House on 
the Prairie (1935). The father there is yet another dreamer-and yet another 
fiddler- who sells a farm in Wisconsin to try for something better on the Plains 
of Kansas. He is a restless man who is untamed enough to be saddened by the 
disappearance of wild Indians. It is Laura's mother who maintains social order in 
the ever-changing lives of her children. The extras built into the little house-its 
floor and fireplace-are for her. She carries a little china woman to set atop the 
rude mantlepieces of her new homes. She keeps her girls polite and presentable. 
Perhaps the most representative picture of the good woman in all of Kansas 
literature is Laura's mother bent over a wagon seat pressing her daughter's 
clothes: 

Ma hummed softly to herself while the iron smoothed all the wrinkles 
out of the little dresses. All around them, to the very edge of the 
world, there was nothing but grasses waving in the wind. Far overhead, 
a few white puffs of cloud sailed in the thin blue air. 

Even in the midst of nothing, certain proprieties will be maintained. 
For writers like Wilder, Peterson and Rees, the combining of opposites 

implicit in the wedding of man to woman results in the creation of the single 
entity required for progress. For less optimistic writers, however, the opposing 
characteristics of the sexes are insurmountably antagonistic. Looking once again 
to the dark side of the coin, they believe that far from complementing each 
other, man and woman are locked in a vicious and destructive struggle. The 
relations of the sexes are at their worst-or at least most grotesque-in Frederick 
Wakeman's The Fabulous Train. That would-be best-seller describes the efforts 
of a brand new KU graduate to find work during the depression summer of 
1933. Secretly married to his college sweetheart, who is living with her father 
and working in Omaha, he hopes to make enough to get the two of them settled 
in their new home. That is a cause of misunderstanding with his parents who 
want him to accept a fellowship for graduate studies in physics at Princeton. 
During the novel, Wakeman's hero tries to sell Fords, applies for a job with a 
farm journal, considers becoming a paid organizer for the Communist party. 
Nothing pans out. Then when things seem bleakest, he learns that his wife has 
infected him with a venereal disease. The knowledge means freedom. The 
Fabulous Train ends happily with its hero planning divorce and packing for his 
trip to New Jersey. 

Wakeman's book is thoroughly dishonest, but the diseased reality it 
discovers beneath the illusions of romantic love is not uncommon in Kansas 
literature. It usually shows up in less virulent form, however. Novelists of greater 
integrity also suggest that, like drought and tornado, unhappy marriages are 
natural facts of life on the Plains. Men and women everywhere may marry for 
the wrong reasons, our writers argue, but here they seldom have a chance at the 
right ones. 



318 WORD 

In the Midwestern classic Main-Travelled Roads, Hamlin Garland attempts 
to demonstrate that there were too few people on the Plains for · storybook 
romance, too little society to distract men and women from the antagonisms 
between them. A number o{ Kansans have followed his lead and depicted 
marriages begun in whimsy or desperation and sustained only by habit: joyless 
marriages that offer no comfort to either partner but merely intensify the misery 
of each. In Gilbert Rees's Respectable Women, new brides run from their 
husbands in terror; old wives chase them in anger. Shortly after her wedding, the 
heroine's sister decides she would rather be a prostitute in San Francisco than a 
wife in Kansas. 

Unquestionably one of the lowest-keyed and most sensitive treatments of 
man and woman in our literature is Dust (1921), written, according to its title 
page, by "Mr. and Mrs. Haldeman-Julius." Perhaps the collaboration is 
responsible for the balanced honesty of the book; whatever the reason, Dust is 
an admirable novel. It is the story of two strong people, Martin Wade and his 
wife, Rose. The son of a disabled Civil War veteran who died shortly after 
reaching the promised land of Kansas, Wade is a man for whom work offers the 
only escape he can imagine from the dreary conditions of his life: "It was good, 
he felt, to have chores to do. This knowledge shot through him with the same 
thrill of discovery that a man enjoys when he first finds what an escape from 
solidity of fact lies in liquor. If one worked hard and fast one could forget. That 
was what work did. It made one forget." The reward for his misery is, 
deceptively enough, prosperity. His labor turns a desolate southeastern Kansas 
homestead into a profitable farm. Rose Conroy is the daughter of a newspaper 
man.- His death forces her to prove herself by continuing to run his paper. She 
and Martin marry almost by accident. After selling the mineral rights to his farm, 
Wade decides he would like a wife. He proposes to Rose because she is an 
agreeable woman and because she is the first he sees on his initial foray into 
town. "He was not looking for happiness," the novel states, 

but merely for more of the physical comforts, and an escape from 
loneliness. He was practical; he fancied he knew about what could be 
expected from marriage, just as he knew exactly how many steers and 
hogs his farm could support. This was a new idea-happiness. It had 
never entered his calculations. Life as he knew it was hard. There was 
no happiness in those fields when burned by the hot August winds, 
the soil breaking into cakes that left crevices which seemed to groan 
for water. That sky with its clouds that gave no rain was a hard sky. 
The people he knew were sometimes contented, but he could not 
remember ever having known any to whom the word "happy" could 
be applied. His father and mother-they had been a good husband and 
wife. But happy? They had been far too absorbed in the bitter struggle 
for a livelihood to have time to think of happiness. This had been 
equally t~ue of the elder Malls, was t~e today of Nellie and her 
husband. A man and a woman needed each other's help, could make a 
more successful fight, go farther together than either could alone. 
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'Rose accepts him because she has just been offered a good price for the 
paper, because he is handsome and ambitious, and because he seems to be her 
last chance at the love of husband and children. Their marriage fails. Unable to 
open up to each other emotionally and disappointed sexually, they retreat into 
themselves. While pregnant, she is kicked by a cow. His first expressed concern is 
for the cow. When the child is lost, he strides into her room and says, "all his 
own disappointment adding bitterness to his words: 'Well, I' knew you'd done it 
and you have. It's a fine boy, but he came dead.' " He shows no interest in the 
son who is later born to them; the boy grows up hating his father and-before he 
is old enough-runs away to work in the mines. The boy is killed. Husband and 
wife live out the rest of their lives bound together in a mixture of hatred, habit, 
mutual frustration and, finally, sympathetic concern. After Martin dies from the 
complications of an apparently trivial cut, Rose sells the farm and moves into a 
town filled with widows like ·herself. The new owners raze the farm. The last 
lines of the novel read: "Martin's life, thought Rose, it was like a handful. of dust 
thrown into God's face and blown back again by the wind to the ground." 

My summary does not do justice to Dust. For one thing it makes it seem 
more pessimistic than is the case, although one of the criticisms levelled at the 
book is that it is too grim. In Kansas in the American Novel and Short Story, 
James P. Callahan wrote: 

This sordid book pictures only the low and mean things in the 
life of its two chief characters. Novels are probably interesting when 
they depict life, but a good novel does not necessarily need to 
emphasize the drabness of life to the exclusion of the little joy and 
happiness that may be found in even the poorest lives. · Martin Wade 
was not necessarily a product of the life that happened to be his. 
Many Kansas boys have gone through inore than he had to contend 
with and have developed into good men. While this novel might be 
true of a few isolated cases, it is not the typical farm life of Kansas. 

That is an unfortunate criticis~. ·Novelists have no obligation to record the 
typical. Demands that they do often serve to effectively check development of a 
regional literature. Essentially, Callahan's criticism asserts that to be acceptable 
all writers must turn out the same book-and it must be a cheerful view of life in 
Kansas. 

Dust is a sad novel, but it is also uniquely humane. It treats all its characters 
sympathetically. It refuses to blame any for their failed lives. At the same time, 
it is not stridently ideological and does not rail against specific economic, social 
or governmental conditions. It never strays from the very concrete and human 
vocabulary that the Haldeman-] uliuses had chosen for their story. Dust is full of 
implications, but they remain implications and the book is all the more powerful 
and artistically successful for that. A friend found the copy I read in a used-book 
store; for me its "rediscovery" alone justifies this discussion of Kansas fiction. 
Like several other novels I have come across during this study, it deserves to be 
rescued from the obscurity into which it seems to have fallen. 
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admit I am unable to conclude with any all-embracing and fully 
substantiated truths of the Kansas novel. There do appear to be several related 
characteristics which-given further study-might turn out to be hallmarks .of our 
fiction: the writers' sense of a unique Kansas history, heritage or destiny; their 
abstraction of landscape or townscape and stressing of the symbolic over the 
actual or concrete. There is also the enduring strong social conscience, or vision 
of Kansas as a land of promise, and the concurrent expression of loss, 
frustration and anger at the waning potency, integrity and spirit of post-pioneer 
Kansas. There are the ideological conflicts between young and old, and the 

. conflict between son and father, daughter and father, son and mother, man and 
woman. 

I am capable of one observation so sound, it is almost a definite conclusion: 
Kansas novels are hard to get hold of. I have read only a small percentage of the 
fiction written about Kansas for this study, but I did read just about every book 
that I could lay my hands on. Few of our novels are still in print; some that are 
will not be for long. Few of the titles in Fuson's bibliography sit on the open 
shelves of local libraries. Some have simply disappeared, others have 
unfortunately become rare books and been retired to locked glass cases or, as 
befits dead things that might one day be valuable, entombed within Special 
Collections. There, perched on walnut stands and held open by thin bags filled 
with bb shot, they can be perused by interested antiquarians, anxious graduate 
students and obsessive note takers. Preserving the literary past is admirable, but 
the need to emphasizes that these books are dead. They have ceased to be part 
of a vital literature; they no longer help shape a tradition; they can no longer 
play any part in the self-directed and informal education . most valuable to 
writers and readers alike. 

- The old Chautauqua speakers often ended their lectures by stepping to the 
edge of the stage and-left hand grasping lapel, right forefinger pointed to 
Heaven-exhorting change for the better. I would like to go out honoring that 
tradition. So I conclude: The most striking and common characteristic of Kansas 
novels is their general unavailability. Someone ought to do something about 
that. 

Author's Note 

"And what are those?" Dorothy asked the Wizard. 
"They are Kansas writers," the Wizard said. 
"Kansas writers ... hmmm," said Dorothy. "I don't think I've 

ever heard of those. What do they do?" 
"I don't know," the Wizard replied. "They just seem to have 

come with. the territory." 
"Oh." Dorothy paused. "Well what. is that thing .over there by 

them?" 
"That," said the Wizard, "is a critic." 
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"A cricket?" asked Dorothy. 
"No dear, a critic. He ... oh well," sighed the Wizard. "You 

couldn't expect an innocent little child to understand." 

This is how I set about discovering the KANSAS NOVEL: using Ben 
Fuson's Centennial Bibliography of Kansas Literature and its supplement, Mary 
E. Cochran's Bibliography of Kpnsas History, Biography and Fiction, and the 
advice of friends and colleagues, I drew up a list of novels written about Kansas 
by Kansans. I further restricted the list by sticking as much as possible to books 
set in and dealing with the author's own times. 

I then went to the open stacks of the Lawrence Public Library and the 
University of Kansas libraries. I had made up my mind to have nothing to do 
with books I could not read lying down, so I stayed away from special 
collections and research libraries. I managed to get hold of twenty-nine novels 
(listed below). 

I did not · discuss them all in the article, but I found them all interesting. 
Obviously they do not provide a sampling large enough to justify the 
proclamation of absolute truth about Kansas fiction. I was unable, however, to 
resist very positive and absolute-sounding generalizations. What I know about 
American literature in general and Midwestern literature in particular leads me to 
believe that they would probably hold up if tested by a larger selection. Still, I 
offer them only as observations which will, I hope, encourage people to 
rediscover, reread and perhaps reappreciate some of our neglected Kansas 
novelists. 

Frank Baum. The Wizard of Oz, 1900. 
Evan S. Connell. Mrs. Bridge, 19 59. 

Mr. Bridge, 1969. 
Kenneth S. Davis. Morning in Kansas, 1952. 
Mateel Howe Farnham. Rebellion, 1927. 
Warren Fine. The Artificial Traveler, 196 8. 
Dorothy Canfield Fisher. The Bent Twig, 1915. 
Fletcher Flora. Killing Cousins, 1960. 
Mr. and Mrs. Haldeman-Julius. Dust, 1921. 
Frank Harris. My Reminiscences as a Cowboy, 1930. 
E.W. Howe. The Story of a Country Town, 1884. 
Langston Hughes. Not Without Laughter, 1930. 
William Inge. My Son is a Splendid Driver, 1971. 
Margaret Lynn. A Stepdaughter of the Prairie, 1914. 
Margaret Hill McCarter. A Master's Degree, 1913. 
Joseph S. Pennell. The History of Nora Beckham, A Museum of Home Life, 

1948. 
Elmer Peterson. Trumpets West, 1934. 
Gilbert Rees. Respectable Women, 19 54. 
Charles Sheldon. In His Steps, 1897. 
Julia F. Siebel. The Narrow Covering, 1956. 
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Kate Stephens. Life at Laurel Town, 1936. 
Earl Thompson. A Garden of Sand, 1970. 
Frederick Wakeman. The Fabulous Train, 1955. 
Manly Wade Wellman. Candle of the Wicked, 1960. 
Paul I. Wellman. The Chain, 1949. 
William Allen White. In the Heart of a Fool, 1918. 
William Lindsay White. What People Said, 1938. 
Edgar Wolfe. Widow Man, 1953. 
Harold Bell Wright. That Printer of Udall's, 1902. 

"Eudora Flats,;, quilt block by Betty Hagarman. From the Douglas County 
Bicentennial Quilt. 
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UNIVERSITY OF OREGON 

Mr. Jol¥lthan Bell 
Editor, THE KANSAS ART READER 
The llldversity of Kansaa, Lawrence, Ka. 66045 

Dear Mr. Bella-

;m ('•1ual l•Pvortuuit~ 
aftirnrnti\·1• :u:tinn nnph_\ n 

l>cparnm·m of Histor)· 
(:1tLLl-:fiF nr I I IH'.R \I, .\kl!'-

El'<;ENE, ORl'OON 9i4''l 

rdq1honc 1 c·odc 50; 1 IJ~fi·.+Ro: 

19 March 19?6 

I was pleased to discover from your letter or March 16 that I ·am " the Dean of 

living ·Kansas poets" although this title might have impelled me to enquire "Huccome 

•the Dean of living Kansas poets' is not listed by name among the •artists' noted 

on your flyer but only among the "many more" who remain anoeymoua?" However, I am will-

ing to forgive whomever is responsible for thi• discrepancy because he ~ include 

the i/ ?f.~ feared) now virtually forgotten Willard Wattles, whose Lanterns in Ge th-

~. I have been seeking in used-book stores aro catalogues for many yesrs. I 
" ht..ve. should, of course,"' taken advantage of a visit to him in his home in Winter Park, Fla., 

where he was te~ching at Rollins College, during a fuel-saving vacation in the winter 

or 1942-194). He just might have had a few lopies squirreled away for just such an 

occasion. 

Bill Stafford is, of course, the moat widely known and highly acclaimed of Kansas 

poets, and although long domiciled in Oregon he is still at least ae much a Kansan a1 

an Oregonian. "You can take the boy out or Kansas •••• " 

It one were seeking for the person who in her day and within my memory did most 

for Kansas poetry and poets it would be the late May Williama Ward, who was not only 

a good poet herself--the first real living ard publishing poet I ever set eyes on, back 

in the mid-1920s at Sterling College--but also, through her editing of The Harp ard 

the sensible advice she gave to the young poets who besieged her with mes., did a 

good deal to encourage good poetry and discourage the poor ard mediocre. It is not 

gen~rally known that she µibliehed Ted Raethke'• first poems, although I endeavored 

to publieiae this fact in a Roethke-as-I-knew-him article in the Northwest Review 



325 

-2-

(Summer, 1971), 

May Williams Ward also did one of the finest pieces of writing about the Negro in 

Kansas I have ever read, which should have been aimply called "John Brown and the Eunuch" 

ani which appeared in The Kansas Magazine(l941). This issue has long been m,y favorite, 

both because of this sketch arxi because it includes contributi~n• from no leas than 

four Portera, including my mother, myself, and two brothers (Wilford did the photo-

graph• illustrating the article on milling), 

"John Brown and the Eunuc~" raises the question of what attention the Negro poets 

with some connection with Kansas are going to receive. One could go too far, of course. 

Gwendolyn Brooke is no more a Kansas poet than Edgar Lee Mastera, save for the sheer 

accident of birth, since both were taken to Illinois in infancy, where Ma Brooks became 

the poet of the black ghetto (a.,_called) of Chicago--ard ultimatej:y poet laureate of 

the stato--ard Mastera the poet of "Spoon River." And Claude McKay, although he stud-

ied at Manhattan, in his autobiography barely mentions this period of his life. But 

Langston Hughes spent important formative years in Topeka and Lawrence ani was happy 

to contribute poems to The Kansas Magazine's ~nthology aect:~n when I edited it. Fr'anlc 

Marshall Davis, who was not only born in Arkansas City but also attended Manhattan, is 

perhaps 111ore lfKanaarl' than Hughes, despite his years in Atlanta and Ghicago and his long 

am present residence in Hawaii. I am looking forward to the autobiography which he 

tells me i1 in the hands o! an agent, 

The treatment Kansas' Negro writers have received from the state's writers' groups 

would be worthy of an article. The Kan1a1 1uthora Club at one time officially banned 

Negro membershipJ I don't know its present policy, The Poetry Society of Kansas, 

although without such a stated policy, was no more liberal--and more hypocritical, 

It had generou1ly admitted re1ident1 of Kansas City, Missouri, to membership and some 

of these ladie1 in effect took over the organization arxi established Missouri social 

. stamard1, effectively bann1J18 all attempts by a more liberal group to include Negroes. 

Nelson Antrim Crawford arxi I--perhap1 other1--re1igned over this ieaue, so whether or 

not the uno!'ficial ban still operates I know not. But thi1, of course, was what KU did 

to Negro football playera--permitting the Universities of Mia10'!1'Jt~if'k~h~ to ex-

clude them from the 1'eam,... Sincerely, Kenneth Porter~ c:::l~ 



The· Wolf River, Kansas. Albert Bierstadt, American, 1830-1902. Oil on canvas, 
48-1/4" x 38-1/4". The Detroit Institute of Aits. 
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David Park Curry 

What makes a Kansas artist? Albert Bierstadt was just passing through, although 
he painted one of the best-known images of Kansas in American art. Birger 
Sandzen came here to live. Abraham Walkowitz was a visitor.John Steuart Curry 
and Alan Shields were born in Kansas. Tai Streeter received part of his training 
here. 

It is probably a mistake to go looking for "Kansas Artists." A geographic 
boundary does not necessarily create a cohesive group or a pervading style any 
more than a social group automatically implies artistic concerns or biases. What 
is significant is that there are, have been and will continue to be artists in 
Kansas-many of them. While some in their studies of Kansas-as-subject capture 
what D.H. Lawrence has called the "Spirit of Place," there is no single "Kansas" 
style. Artists have worked in a multiplicity of styles and media, creating works as 
varied here as they would be anywhere else where the imagination is given free 
rem. 

The purpose of this section of the Reader is to suggest the variety of 
painting and sculpture to be found in Kansas. A regionalist, an art teacher, a 
Russian emigre, two contemporary artists and a critic/collector-these are not to 
be taken as paradigms of Kansas art but rather as significant individuals past and 
present who have contributed to the nation's artistic community and who 
happen to have a Kansas connection. 

Birger Sandzen 

Born in Bildsberg, Sweden, Birger Sandzen was trained as a painter in Europe. 
His most illustrious teacher was the Swedish modernist Anders Zorn, with whom 
Sandzen studied in Stockholm. He also studied in Paris. 

When Sandzen came to Kansas as a teacher in 1894, he brought this 
modern training to students at Bethany College in Lindsborg. While Lindsborg 
remained his home, Sandzen also traveled to teach or lecture in Missouri, 
Nebraska, Oklahoma, Colorado, Utah and Michigan, acquainting listeners with 
names like Cezanne, Renoir, Munch and Ernst. 
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Moonlit Landscape. BirgerSandzen. Oil on canvas, 47-1/4" x 35-3/8". The Uni-
versity of Kansas Museum of Art. 



Wild Horse Creek. Birger Sandzen, 1922. Lithograph, 11-7 /8" x 18 11
• The University of Kansas Museum of Art. 



Dry Creek. Birger Sandzen, 1916. Lithograph, 12-3/4" x 19-5/8,". The University of Kansas Museum of Art. 
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Sandzen believed that art should enter every home, not only in good 
paintings and sculpture, but also in well-designed articles for practical use. 
Through classes, lectures and small exhibitions, Sandzen laid these principles 
before his audience for more than half a century. 

The artist's own work was marked by strong color schemes laid on the 
canvas in a rich buttery impasto. Nature was his favorite subject; he undertook 
endless renditions of rocks, rivers and trees. When he painted his adopted 
Kansas, Sandzen usually chose to feature the area he knew well-the landscape 
around Smoky Hill River and Wild Horse Creek. Often Sandzen developed a 
mood and movement akin to the intensity of Van Gogh. In Moonlit Landscape 
Sandzen uses powerful brushwork, creating an evocative scene in which stylized 
trees stand dramatically against the night sky. 

Sandzen was a prolific printmaker, producing editions inexpensively in 
order to make art widely available. His prints often evoke the linear rhythm of 
Chinese art, which he greatly admired. Wild Horse Creek depicts a favorite sunlit 
spot near Lindsborg, with Kansas cottonwoods and large rocky formations 
dominating the scene. Somewhat starker is Dry Creek, one of Sandzen's earliest 
lithographs. Here the artist captures the blustery openness of the Plains. 

Sandzen's painting and printmaking, like his teaching, enriched the lives of 
many with whom he came in contact. Although almost forgotten by the art 
community at the time of his death, Sandzen's lifelong contribution to Kansas 
and its neighbors was considerable. 

John Steuart Curry 

John Steuart Curry's art is rooted firmly in its Kansas context. Like other 
American Scene painters of the twenties and thirties, he matured as an artist in a 
period of rapid social and economic change. As the country moved from 
predominantly rural to urban, these artists witnessed the rise of the executive 
and the bureaucrat at the expense of the independent farmer and the small 
businessman. In this clime1te many artists turned away from what they 
considered decadent European styles to a celebration of traditional American 
values. Their art was typified by urban realists like Reginald Marsh, Isabel Bishop 
and the brothers Soyer and by the Regionalists. 

The American Scene painters, both rural and urban, had not simply 
seceeded from mainstream development of American art. Rather, they carried 
forward the ideas of Robert Henri and the New York realists who, earlier in the 
century, had sought an authentic style in keeping with the American experience. 
In addition, since artists do not exist in a vacuum, artistic concerns pass from 
one continent to the next. For example, Curry's interest in circus themes 
continued a genre that had been popular with late nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century European artists as diverse as Degas, Seurat and Picasso. 

During the 1930s, when behavior standards loosened, the idea became 
current that art should carry some sort of morally uplifting message. For the 
Regionalists, didactic art led to a backward-looking nostalgia in which themes of 



The Flying Codonas. John Steuart Curry, 1932., Tempera and oil on composition 
board, 36" x 30 11

• Collection of Whitney Museum of American Art, New York. 



Baptism in Kansas. John Steuart Curry, 1928. Oil on canvas, 40" x 50". Collection of Whitney Museum of American Art, 
New York. 



Kansas Mother. John Steuart Curry, 1937. ~tudy for the Murals in the State 
Capitol, Topeka. Sanguine, 21" x 15". The University of Kansas Museum of Art. 



Hogs Killing a Rattlesnake. John Steuart Curry, 1925. Watercolor, 20-1/2" x 27-1/2". The University of Kansas Museum of 
Art. 



The Stockman. John Steuart Curry, 1929. Oil.on canvas, 52" x 40". Collection 
of Whitney Museum of American Art, New York. 
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unspoiled American values were set in an unspoiled landscape. The Regionalists, 
then, were dealing with sacred values, those which are somewhat internalized, 
and accepted almost automatically as the essence of the American spirit: 
self-reliance tempered with generosity, independence softened by a sense of 
community, hard work accompanied by a sense of order and purpose. Whether 
or not these values actually are practiced was and is not nearly so important as 
the fact that they have been held as ideals. They were thought to be especially 
prevalent in rural America, specifically in the Midwest and on the Great Plains. 
Their vitality is seen in their attribution to the "silent majority" and in the 
rather folksy campaigns recently waged by presidential hopefuls. 

Curry was one of the oft-mentioned trio of Regionalists, others being 
Thomas Hart Benton and Grant Wood. Their respective home states were 
Kansas, Missouri and Iowa. Apart from their roots and a general similarity in 
subject matter, the Regionalists were not much alike-each developed his own 
individual style. Curry shared in the Regionalist painters' general level of 
sophistication. He had studied at the Art Institute of Chicago and with Paul 
Schonkhaieff in Paris. He taught in New York at the Cooper Union and the Art 
Students League, and he went on to the University of Wisconsin where he 
became the first artist-in-residence at an American university. 

Curry worked as a free-lance commercial illustrator in New Jersey from 
1918 to 1919, and his best painting retains the quick draughtsmanship and free 
brushwork often seen in the work of former illustrators who devote themselves 
to serious painting. While he occasio~ally 'lapsed into clumsy bombast, as in the 
figure of John Brown in the Topeka murals, his airy Kansas landscapes and genre 
scenes are suffused with an intensity drawn from personal experience. In 
paintings like Baptism in Kansas, Curry believed, the design built itself. 

Curry was at home with both lyrical themes as in Kansas Mother, and 
scenes of violence, Hogs Killing a Rattlesnake. If at times his style seems an 
uncomfortable fusion of the full forms of Rubens with the soft light of Turner, 
Curry did forcefully capture archetypal characters on canvas in such works as 
The Stockman. The native Kansan continued to grow-his work was increasingly 
self-assured, with fresh strong colors and a decreasing dependence on narrative 
subject matter. Fellow Regionalist Grant Wood once remarked, "When Curry is 
right, he is the most moving painter alive." Curry's legacy, although uneven, 
includes much that is powerfully felt, honestly and directly painted. 

Abraham Walkowitz 

Abraham Walkowitz's relationship to Kansas was based on a personal friendship. 
Before he visited his old friend Girard publisher E. Haldeman-] ulius during the 
summer of 1945, Walkowitz had already been an active participant in the advent 
of modernism in American art. 

At the age of eleven, Walkowitz traveled in steerage to New York from his 
native Siberia. While his training in 1898 at the National Academy of Design led 
to a mastery of conventional life drawing and etching, he soon abandoned 



Isadora Duncan. Abraham Walkowitz. Watercolor, 14" x 8-1/2". The University 
of Kansas Museum of Art. · 



Figures and Landscape. Abraham Walkowitz, 1945. Pencil, watercolor, gouache and oil, 15" x 18-1/8". The University of 
Kansas Museum of Art. 



Barns with Animals and Haystacks. Abraham Walkowitz, c. 1945. Watercolor, 16-1/4" x 19-1/4". The University of Kansas 
Museum of Art. 
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Whistlerian views of the East River and New York harbor for compositions with 
flat areas of vivid color and freely distorted figure proportions. As an artist 
Walkowitz remained a nonconformist. 

While in Europe in 1906-07, Walkowitz became acquainted with Max 
Weber, visited the studio of Auguste Rodin and was introduced to the work of 
Cezanne and Matisse. It was in Paris that Isadora Duncan's dancing inspired 
Walkowitz to begin his long series of Duncan studies; this theme eventually 
resulted in more than 400 variations. 

Walkowitz served as Alfred Stieglitz's "first lieutenant" when the Stieglitz 
Gallery 291 dazzled the public with a sequence of aesthetic experiences that 
launched America's first avant garde. He also hung ten works in the 
now-legendary Armory Show of 1913. 

Besides the Duncan series, for which he is most often remembered, 
Walkowitz's favorite themes included rhythmic sets of figures bathing, strolling 
through parks or picnicking. Characterized by mural-like flatness, his colorful 
shapes against childlike backdrops were among the first works by an American 
artist to incorporate French Post-impressionism and Fauvism. The 1945 painting 
Figures and Landscape shows that Walkowitz returned to these themes and 
styles throughout his long career. 

Walkowitz's 1945 trip to visit Haldeman-Julius was the artist's first venture 
west of the Hudson. While in Girard, Walkowitz did a number of drawings of the 
Haldeman-Julius farm. His host later recalled that Walkowitz "started to look 
around in Crawford County, where he found no end of wonderful barns and coal 
mines. These he did in pen and ink, oils and watercolors. When I had time I'd 
drive him around the country. When I was busy, Walkie would hire a neighboring 
farmer, who drove a 25-year-old Model-T Ford." These trips in the old Model-T 
resulted in 270 pen and ink drawings, as well as numerous oils and watercolors. 
Haldeman-Julius eventually published several paperbacks of Walkowitz's work, 
including the barn and coal-mine drawings. 

Walkowitz's favorite barns were not the pristine, electric-lit, white-painted 
barns of which his Kansas hosts were understandably proud. He preferred the 
rickety , fly-specked, aged and battered barns that dot the countryside to this 
day. These barns, like their builders, have had to weather the often-fierce 
elements. Walkowitz captured some of this spirit in his pen-and-ink drawings. In 
watercolors like Barns with Animals and Haystacks one feels the childlike delight 
of the city dweller on vacation in the country. 

Into the 1950s and '60s Walkowitz remained a familiar face in New York 
galleries, although failing eyesight gradually curtailed his own painting. Critical 
of business-like commercialism in the gallery world, the veteran modernist 
maintained to the end his enthusiasm for innovation in art. A.L. Chanin wrote of 
him: "a restless dreamer stirred by a tumultuous century, Walkowitz seems to 
have possessed some sort of aesthetic antenna that foresaw and responded to 
many of the adventurous visions of modern art in America.'' 
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Gene Swenson 

An important part of the art scene is the critic, who often serves as a vital ]ink 
between the artist and the public. Many of us inform ourselves verbally or in 
print, rather than by looking at actual objects. The critic can help to illuminate 
painting and sculpture by delineating in writing the issues with which an artist 
deals. Kansas boasts a critic of note in Topeka-born Gene Swenson (1935-69). 

Swenson was among the first to write with perception about the Pop Art 
movement. Rather than practicing formal analysis of artworks, Swenson tried to 
integrate art and life-he didn't see art as something for only an elite. The 
practically penniless writer believed that art was for everybody, and while he was 
at home with aesthetic issues, he also confronted what he believed to be the 
social and political responsibilities of both artist and critic. During the explosive 
1960s, marked by social turbulence and change, Swenson challenged established 
art bastions such as the Museum of Modern Art and the prestigious Castelli 
Galleries. 

Swenson had great success integrating art into his own life. On the peeling 
walls of his New York apartment hung works by men and women who are now 
recognized as major artists of the post-Abstract Expressionist era. Many of the 
works were gifts of the artists to their critic and friend. 

When he first sent his artworks to the University of Kansas, Swenson 
wrote: 

As I looked the collection over the night before it left (a quite 
emotional experience for me, since I never thought anything like this 
could happen to a farm boy from Kansas) I felt a considerable degree 
of pride and pleasure which this particular group of works described. I 
have truly sent part of my life home for judgment. 

What was a loan became a gift when Swenson's collection was donated to the 
University of Kansas Museum of Art following the critic's death in an auto 
accident in 1969. 

The following remembrance of Gene Swenson was written by Lucy 
Lippart, an art historian and critic active in the New York art world. 

In 1959, Gene Swenson was a nice-looking, tweed-jacketed, 
bespectacled boy from Kansas, very earnest; he stuttered badly when 
delivering a graduate seminar report on neo-classical stage designs but 
it didn't blur either intelligence or enthusiasm. At that point, hardly a 
man likely to become a pioneer supporter of Pop Art, one of the most 
articulate critics of art and most vociferous enemies of the art-world 
establishment in the coming decade. We both worked in modern art, 
he on Picasso, I on Ernst, which separated us from the "real scholars" 
at the Institute of Fine Arts by their own definition. What I liked best 
about Gene then was his unashamed intensity and tremendous 
earnestness, combined, of course, with an acute and restless intellect. I 



1, 2, 3, Outside. James Rosenquist, 1963. Oil on canvas, with wood and wire, 
106" x 70". Gene Swenson Collection, The University of Kansas Museum of Art. 
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ran into him on a subway after I'd left the Institute and he said he was 
working full-time for Lefkowitz in the mayoral elections. Another 
time, on a bus, we talked about Picasso, but Gene's mind was already 
wandering far beyond a thesis format and it didn't look like it would 
be enough for him. I was interested but not surprised by the change in 
the clothes and the attitudes with which he had arrived in New York. 
He became somewhat unkempt but never lost that American 
boyishness. From 1960 or '61 we shared~ strong commitment to Jim 
Rosenquist's work. Gene had acquired a (Robert) Indiana very early, 
and was the first person I heard talk intelligently about (Andy) 
Warhol, who was a great influence on him. His interviews on Pop Art 
in Art News are THE source material for the movement. The artists 
trusted him. His immediate response to Pop Art was a gut reaction; it's 
too simple to read it as a Midwestern boy's recognition of his native 
imagery; he was just hipper than most people, knew what he was 
seeing and feeling faster. I asked him to do a section of a Pop Art 
book in 1965 but he said that on principle he couldn't be in the same 
book with another writer then scheduled to be in it. I was sorry. His 
convictions often seemed unreasonable but they were always so strong 
there was no arguing them. 

Gene didn't write that much criticism, refusing to pound it out 
like the hack his financial situation would have forced him to be; or 
maybe it was just that he didn't get along well enough with the 
editorial establishment to get a lot of jobs. What he did write was so 
clearly the product of an original mind that he had a good, if obscure, 
reputation. He felt art very deeply and he would not freeze it into 
categories .... 

In what he wrote he refused to classify either himself, the art, or 
his impressions. When "socially acceptable" criticism was entirely 
formalist and formalized, Gene was McLuhaning, fragmenting, going 
beyond the objects into fascinating, if at times wild conjecture about 
the feelings produced by and in art. His book and exhibition The 
"Other" Tradition is a point from which I can mark some of my own 
recognition that criticism doesn't have to be built on other criticism. 
"Why bother with 'modernist' originality if it is so easily defined?" is 
a question he asked in 1966 that has yet to be satisfactorily answered. 
I wrote of The "Other" Tradition then, and can heartily second it 
now: "In such a case, complete success is beside the point. More 
important is the fact that Swenson has provided a barrage of ideas and 
visual cross-references that send up vital sparks of perception. 
Rambling, obscure, studded with provocative extra-art quotations, 
everything he says is open to discussion and dispute, but it is also a 
flying wedge into the heart of the matter. 

These examples of Swenson's art criticism first appeared in the pages of Art 
News, for which he was a contributing editor from 1961 to 196 5. 



Portrait of Robert Rauschenberg. Andy Warhol, 1962. Silkscreen and acrylic on 
canvas, 21 11 x 15". Gene Swenson Collection. The University of Kansas Museum 
of Art. 
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Portrait of Gen.e Swenson at His Typewriter . . Andy Warhol, c. 1962. Ballpoint 
pen, 16-3/4" x 13-1/2". Gene Swenson Collection, The University of Kansas 
Museum of Art. 
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James Rosenquist forces the viewer to recognize the discordant and 
anonymous elements of an environment which faces him daily. 
Although Rosenquist's pictures are large, only a part of the image of a 
shirt cuff or a chin may occupy as much as half of the picture. The 
viewer's experience is less a sense of disproportion or even 
over-enlargement (the quality of painting is that of a sign painter) than 
a sense of violence at seeing fragments of a billboard environment in 
actual, full-size proportions; we are not permitted distance with its 
numbing illusion of escape. In pushing the painting to the limits of 
scale, Rosenquist has pushed to our limits of thought: he forces us to 
face the mechanical but real size of the world and makes us realize 
how easily we can become shadows. The elements of this impersonal 
Brobdingnagian world are pieced together with a ruthless clarity; it is 
profoundly disturbing and negative. (February 1962). 

Andy Warhol confounded one at first. He paints a can of Campbell's 
soup with such complete innocence and simplicity that it was 
tempting to find as much humanity and mystery in it as there is in 
good abstract paintings. But, unlike the other "New Realists" with 
whom he is sometimes linked, he makes no attempt to bare his soul; 
he is quite ingeniously interested in his subject matter. If he paints 
Marilyn Monro.e 20 times, it is because that is the way she seems to 
him-20 times different and yet always as if from a movie magazine. 
He never uses satire. He simply likes the people he paints; even Troy 
Donahue comes off looking human and friendly, although at the same 
time the actor may look merely like a product in the photo from 
which the artist's silk screen was made. Warhol thinks the 
paint-by-number idea is beautiful, and so he makes it beautiful by the 
altogether obvious means of leaving many numbered areas unpainted. 
Meyer Schapiro says of Henri Rousseau that he saw marvels which 
"spelled modernity for the popular mind ... with the same wonder as 
the man in the street and painted them with the devoted literalness of 
a modern primitive." These canvases are full of that spirit, full of good 
will and a large natural talent. (November 1962). 

Ta) Streeter 

Tai Streeter was born in Oklahoma City in 1934 and moved to Manhattan, 
Kansas, at the age of two. He studied at the University of Kansas. Although 
Streeter was first interested in film making, he eventually turned to sculpture, 
obtaining a graduate degree in 1961. For three years Streeter worked as an 
apprentice in the New York studio of Seymour Lipton, an important Abstract 
Expressionist sculptor. Streeter created large abstract works, mainly intended for 
display out of doors. His early sculptures were the Prairial pieces, single-color 
steel or wood objects linked in spirit to the artist's background. Later Streeter 



Kite: Red Lines in The Sky. Tai Streeter, 1979. Colored pencil and felt tif pen 
on graph paper, 11-7/8" x 8-1/4". The University of Kansas Museum o Art. 
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went from earthbound works, such as Glade and Field, to minimal structures 
like the sixty-five-foot Endless Column. Once displayed in Central Park, where it 
echoed the skyscrapers thrusting upward on the park's borders, the red steel 
zig-zag structure now stands at the Storm King Art Center on the Hudson River. 

Streeter's interest in brightly colored forms played off against natural 
surroundings was continued during his sojourn in Japan from 1970 to 1972. 
During that time Streeter took up the art of the Japanese kite. The drawing here 
reproduced is a study for one of his large kites, several of which were 
constructed and flown. Streeter wrote about this phase of his art: 

If people have trouble dealing with these things as kites, let them be 
thought of as flying paintings. There's more room in the sky for the 
color red in certain proportions to act against large expanses, values of 
blue, white and grey. There is an elation peculiar to seeing and feeling 
something rise ... and move with animation swiftly into distant space. 

During the late 19 50s and '60s, artists strove to free paintings from the 
conventional four-sided stretched canvas. Paintings came off the wall, adopted 
free-form or shaped formats or approached sculpture. Streeter's "flying 
paintings," are one unique solution to the continuing quest for expressive new 
art. At the same time, the kites satisfy their creator's kinetic interests, as 
exhibited in his early motion-picture work, and maintain the artist's tie to 
natural forces, like the wind which he knew as a Kansas youth. 

Alan Shields 

Alan Shields, born in Herington, is an artist making an impact on the 
international art world. Shields's inventive use of materials has resulted in 
unusual works ranging from tiny paper and thread grids to giant cloth and rope 
hangings. 

Shields is not the product of formal art school education, although he 
studied for a time at Kansas State University. His openness to new methods and 
ideas is grounded not in academic trammg but in spontaneous 
experimentation-trial and error. For example, Shields has been fascinated with 
machine stitching. He noted: 

I like lines that are made out of different colors ... I have liked the 
line that a sewing machine makes ever since I had a pair of overalls 
with three yellow stitches in a row down the sides .... All the color 
came out of the denim but the yellow thread just kept staying yellow. 
I thought that was pretty amazing. I found the lines to be very 
electric. A sewing machine line isn't a continuous line. It's an 
interrupted line, and that interruption creates a type of electricity 
visually. 



The Room at the Top. Alan Shields, 1973. Watercolor, acrylic, felt, thread on 
handmade paper. The University of Kansas Museum of Art. 



The Kansas Connection 351 

The artist's use of sewn lines is evident in his collage The Room at the Top. 
Thread runs completely around each of the felt squares in the composition, 
puckering the material here and there. The thread also . runs diagonally from 
square to square, in a zig-zagging line like the ancient schematic symbol for 
lightning. 

Shields's experimentations have led him to develop techniques of dyeing, 
sewing, embroidering and flocking. He incorporates beads, string, glitters and 
metallic inks, creating elaborate collages on laminated handmade papers or 
cut-and-sewn canvases. This artist wields the sewing machine as handily as he 
does the paintbrush. 

In 1973 Shields began making paper for his prints. He made his paper at 
Joe Wilfer's Upper U.S. Paper Mill in Oregon, Wisconsin. Glitter, thread, 
rickrack- almost anything could be added to the pulp, which was laminated with 
a twenty-ton jack. Dye was sometimes poured into the batch, and copper wire 
was inserted for embossed grids and watermarks. Art dealer Daniel Fendrick 
notes, " ... through these and other processes (Shields makes) each print unique 
not merely on the surface but through and through." F_endrick concludes 
" ... the paper itself has become the object." 

Alan Shields's refreshing disregard for conventional categories also marks 
his large-scale works. Whether they are paintings or sculptures is far less 
important than their existence as colorful, free and exciting objects. Two of 
Shields's recent ideas are portable string and bead pieces that can festoon trees 
like glittering artificial Spanish moss, and prints that can be hung outside. Early 
in 197 5 the artist observed: 

... my great-grandfather was an inventor of cattle. He worked to 
change cattle from the range-type cattle that needed long horns and 
long legs to survive, to a fenced-in animal. I have to do the same thing 
when I take my prints outside. I have to accommodate to different 
circumstances. 

From this welcoming of new circumstances springs Alan Shields's vitality as an 
artist - he deals with color, shape, texture, space and void, playing one element 
against another in seemingly endless juxtapositions. 



The Haldeman-Juliuses in 1921. This is the Strauss Peyton photograph used to 
publicize Dust (compliments of the Hald~man-J ulius archives, Kansas State College 
of Pittsburg). 



Emanuel Haldeman-Julius 
Ambrose Saricks 

In his life-long zeal to spread knowledge, Emanuel Haldeman-Julius may be 
described as a twentieth-century philosophe. Like his eighteenth-century 
predecessor Voltaire-a favorite of Haldeman-} ulius, as were other champions of 
sharp thinking and . lucid writing-Emanuel Haldeman-Julius strove against 
prejudices and fanaticism. As editor, publisher and writer, he. carried his crusade 
for right thinking far beyond Kansas. 

Haldeman-} ulius was most widely celebrated for the publication and 
dissemination of the famous Little Blue Books. He was justly proud of this 
success; hundreds of millions of copies of the little paperbound books were sold 
(well over 300,000,000 by 1949) at five cents each and had, over the years, 
more than 10,000,000 individual customers. He began his "pamphlet series" in 
1919 and rode the wave of popular culture that would swell into a variety of 
similar publications in the 1920s. 

In part, his success can be attributed to large-scale mailing campaigns, 
beginning with the 175,000 names on the mailing list of the Appeal to Reason, 
the Socialist weekly that first brought Haldeman-Julius to Girard in 1915 and 
which he purchased in January 1919, and through advertisements placed "in a 
score of big-circulation newspapers." His expanding mail-order business induced 
the government to establish a Class A post office in Girard and made the name 
of this small Kansas town familiar throughout the United States and in many 
parts of the world. The success of his Lit.tie Blue Books series also permitted him 
to retire his indebtedness, refurbish his print shop, organize an effective 
warehousing and distribution system and achieve the production of up to 80,000 
booklets every working day. "No other publisher," wrote his friend Harry 
Golden, "will ever create so wide a reading audience; no other publisher will ever 
carry so diversified a line of books; no other publisher will ever sell so cheaply." 

This success also, of course, made Haldeman-} ulius famous. His earlier 
writing and newspaper work had attracted a number of well-known personages 
in literature and politics; now the circle of acquaintances and friends was 
increased. His lively mind, wide reading and fondness for ideas made him a 
sought-after companion and conversationalist. Many were the "famous and 
interesting guests" who visited his farm over the years when, as Harry Golden 
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remarked, " .•. Girard, Kansas, became Jerusalem, Mecca, The Ganges" for 
numerous pilgrims. 

A free thinker from his early years, he became a Socialist in his economic 
and political views, an atheist in his reflections on religion, a vigorous champion 
of unpopular causes and a formidable attacker of all that he regarded as 
superstition, cant, id!ocy and bunk, "the age-old follies of man." Since many 
cherished practices, ideals and institutions were included in his onslaughts, he 
was regarded by many as a dangerous and 'subversive character, one to be 
shunned and, if possible, silenced. For example, in his endeavor to disseminate 
frank and accurate information on human sexuality, long before it became 
popular to do so, he published booklets on sex (the "best-selling" subject among 
his more than 2,000 titles). 

Actually, most of the little books were reprints of well-known classics, 
including parts of the Bible. He preferred to think of himself as "just a 
small-town printer who happens to believe that ideas are important." 

Ideas were always important to him. Born in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, in 
1889, the son of Jewish immigrants from Odessa, Emanuel Julius had to leave 
formal schooling after the eighth grade in order to contribute to the family 
income. Already he had begun his ca~eer in self-education. In later years, he 
recalled that the "mind-liberating" book of Thomas Paine, The Age of Reason, 
followed by several pamphlets by Robert Ingersoll, set him off on his long 
course of reading. 

After a variety of menial jobs, he found regular occupation as writer and 
editor with Socialist papers in Milwaukee, Chicago, Los Angeles, New York and 
finally Girard. There, in 1916, he married Marcet Haldeman, niece of Jane 
Addams and daughter of a prominent banker, and herself a talented writer. At 
the time of his marriage, as evidence in his belief in full equality, he added his 
wife's name to his own. Emanuel Julius was thereafter Emanuel 
Haldeman-Julius. In 1919 he was able to purchase the Appeal to Reason and its 
printing operation with money borrowed from his wife added to a bank loan. 

Later he launched several notable examples of personal journalism for 
which he wrote most of the copy. Best known was The American Freeman, for 
which he left enough copy to fill three monthly issues after his death in July 
1951. In full course, he wrote 3,000 to 5,000 words every day. Some of these 
efforts were done in collaboration with his wife, Marcet; the novels Dust and 
Violence stand as probably the most fruitful results of their joint authorship. 
After Marcet's death in 1941, Haldeman-Julius married Sue Haney, who had 
been for years his efficient secretary. 

Like many of today's refugees from the big cities, he embraced the more 
quiet surroundings of the farm and small town-so much so that he rarely left 
them after 1929. If one wanted to see him, one had to go to Girard. The trip was 
worth the inconvenience, for Haldeman-} ulius was a host of taste and tact, and 
evening conversations in . the living room of his farmhouse were lively and 
interesting, even though the host tended to monopolize the talk. He loved ideas, 
he loved life and his enthusiasm infected all in his company. 
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He wrote as he talked-easily, informally, abundantly. He shunned the 
erudite essay; one must write to be clearly understood-as a warm friend not as a 
cold teacher. In embracing life, he accepted all its trivia and trifles, "the little 
things," about which he often wrote. He could, and did, write on serious 
subjects and could be a formidable controversialist. 

Haldeman-Julius was most at home, however, with the rambling, informal 
essay; he was fond of the French term causerie-written in a conversational tone. 
He described with feeling the "little things" around his 160-acre farm-the cats 
and dogs, the chickens and possums, even the earthworms in his fields. He loved 
good food and restaurants and took his readers along on many of his culinary 
adventures. He had a remarkable memory for details of all kinds and filled the 
columns of The American Freeman with nostalgic recollections of his early years 
in Philadelphia and with leisurely but vivid pen portraits of many noted 
personalities. Tapping away at his typewriter almost every day for over a quarter 
of a century, he turned out an enormous body of literary works. What is needed 
now is an appraisal of the totality of his efforts. Only Albert Mordell seems to 
have devoted much serious attention to Haldeman-Julius as author. 

A critic with the fortitude to survey all of the published work would 
probably arrive at a somewhat mixed verdict about Haldeman-Julius as a writer: 
he was sometimes very good; he was occasionally rather tiresome; he was almost 
always entertaining. The basis for the last judgment is found in 
Haldeman-Julius's obvious zest for life. He wrote: "Inevitable death lies in wait 
for us, so what better philosophy can we have than that which bids us enjoy life 
fully while we may?" and "We love the world too well to want to renounce it. 
We know that renunciation means a set of ideals that are contrary to human 
nature. We prefer to accept the conditions of physical existence and get the most 
attainable out of life. I can see but one major purpose that can be put into our 
lives-it is that we shall make our lives so pleasant and safe and agreeable that the 
experience called living will be one of real enjoyment. We want to enjoy life, not 
escape from it." 

He tried throughout to maintain a positive attitude toward life in all its 
manifestations, though in his later years he had grave difficulty. The Nazi 
persecution of the Jewish people, and the wide-spread indifference to this 
calamity, made him more assertive of his own Jewish background. Was it so, as 
Harry Golden stated, that "in the struggle for human freedom against the 
totalitarian states, it was soon discovered that the 'marriage' of atheism and 
humanitarianism had been a fake?" No, he would not have accepted that 
extreme conclusion, but thoughts of it induced unaccustomed gloom. 

His personal difficulties also cast a shadow. The market demand for his 
little books declined in the paperback revolution, which he had done much to 
inspire; The Ameri~an Freeman with its very low subscription price continued to 
lose money and fell into serious financial problems. He was attacked in the 
columns of Westbrook Pegler as a "party-line [i.e., Communist] atheist." Some of 
the major daily newspapers refused to accept his advertising, and he became 
embroiled in legal tangles and ran afoul of the Internal Revenue Service. Indeed, 
he lost a suit brought by the IRS over his interpretation that contributions to 
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The American Freeman were not reportable as income; he was sentenced to a 
six-month prison term and fined $12,500. He appealed, and the appeal was still 
pending at the time of his death. 

Through all these troubles he tried to maintain confidence that what he 
stood for would eventually triumph, that the good which life afforded would 
outweigh the evil. One could not ignore the latter, and he never did. One must 
combat it but keep it in perspective. "One who knew him well ... , " John W. 
Gunn wrote, "could not but realize that the artistic side of Emanuel's nature was 
never far below the surface";" ... he loved life as a spectacle, as an adventure, as 
a feast, life as the artist conceives it and, out of his craving, creates it." 

From The Garden of Eden. S. P. Dinsmoor. Photo courtesy of Kansas Grassroots 
Art Assoc. 
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Blackbear Bosin 

At the point in Sedgwick County where the Arkansas and Little Arkansas rivers 
converge, a steel sculpture of a Plains Indian reaches forty-four feet toward the 
heavens. The Keeper of the Plains is Blackbear Bosin's first sculpture. He says of 
it, "I hope the statue will be a reminder to all people that we belong to the 
earth, our mother; to the sun, our father; and above all to each other, and to the 
Great Spirit." 

The six-ton statue is a symbol of the Plains Indian, with head raised and 
arms reaching upward. It faces east toward downtown Wichita and toward the 
middle of the equinox. The red-ochre form stands in the area of the 
Mid-America All-Indian Center. 

Designated an American Revolution Bicentennial symbol, the Keeper of the 
Plains was provided by funds granted by the Kansas American Bicentennial 
Commission and matched by the city of Wichita. Blackbear also traveled to 
Orleans, France, to present a replica of the statue as a good-will gesture from 
Wichita. 

Blackbear Bosin is of the Comanche and Kiowa Indian tribes. He is known 
especially for his paintings of Plains Indians. A native of Anadarko, Oklahoma, 
Blackbear Bosin was named for his great-grandfather, Sate-Kongia, chief of the 
Kiowa. Blackbear, who has no formal art training, insists that everything he 
creates in his paintings and murals be authentic to the last detail. 

As an example of this, he mentions how the dancers of the various Indian 
tribes dress and recalls that one of the few paintings he abandoned was left 
unfinished because he discovered that the beadwork on the moccasins of one of 
the dancers was inaccurate for that particular tribe. Blackbear carefully 
researches Indian traditions and customs. Such research, he points out, is 
essential for accurate and authentic portrayal of the Plains Indians. 

An excellent example of Blackbear's work, one that interprets the religion 
of the Plain.s Indians, is Torches of the Soul Seekers. The theme of the painting 
is the Indian belief that the northern lights are the torches of the spirits 
searching for the souls who have been lost. 
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Keeper of the Plains. Blackbear Bosin. Photo--Bill McKay, Wichita Eagle Beacon. 
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Blackbear is one of ten Indian artists selected to design medallions for the 
Medallic History of the American Indian being produced by the Franklin Mint. 
One of his designs depicts Indian attitudes toward the coming of the railroads. 
The design is of an Indian standing with bowed head and holding the skull of a 
buffalo. This symbolizes the Indians' feeling that the way of life they had known 
for centuries was ending because the buffalo, their staple of life, was being 
hunted and slaughtered by Easterners riding the trains. 

Blackbear was also the only American Indian artist to be represented in the 
1965 White House Festival of the Arts. He has had his work exhibited in many 
museums and art centers, as well as in private collections in the United States 
and in Europe. 

A Wichita resident since 1940, he was the artist for the nine-by-forty-foot 
mural in the Farm Credit Bank Building. He is a member of the Board of 
Trustees of Mid-American All-Indian Center for which he has designed the logo 
and flag. 

"People have told me that my work has become more spiritual," he said. "I 
feel close to most of my paintings, and with a few I feel real emptiness when 
they are sold." (Blackbear can look back to the difficulties of the mid-1930s 
when he took his paintings, then priced at $1.50, from door to door.) 

Prairie Fire, ironically a painting that he did not feel particularly close to, 
won the First Purchase Award over all entries by Plains Indians at the Philbrook 
Art Museum, Tulsa, and went on to attract attention from collectors at the 
National Gallery of Art at the Smithsonian Institute. 

I wasn't really fond of Prairie Fire," Blackbear recalls. "'In fact, I had 
redone it two or three times." But Prairie Fire was .his first painting to appear in 
National Geographic. Others have appeared in Life International, Time 
Magazine, The Western Review (Paris), and Woche (Zurich). 

Thomas Russell 

Thomas Russell, head of the art department at Baker University, expresses his 
awareness of the world in a wall relief created for the lobby of the Merton S. 
Rice Memorial Auditorium at Baker. The work forms a modern symbol of 
man-yet Russell hesitates to explain his ideas. "I feel that words have no 
meaning in relation to visual reactions and usually weaken what is seen, but you 
might call this sculpture a crucified inside-outside image of man." The 
twenty-foot-high wall relief required over a hundred gallons of acrylic jell and 
zonalite mixture. 

The wall sculpture is part of Russell's feeling that man always tries to 
humanize everything-sun, .stones, various religious systems and now technology. 
"But man seems to fear the seemingly simple act of humanizing himself," he 
said. 

Other large murals and wall reliefs by Russell are to be seen in the Home 
State Bank of Erie, the lobby of St. Francis Hospital (Wichita), the Kansas City, 



Wall relief. Thomas Russell. Merton S. Rice Auditorium, Baker University. 
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Kansas, Public Library, at the Folger Coffee Company (Kansas City, Missouri) 
and the Tropical Medical Research Center (San Antonio, Texas). He has also 
painted a twenty-eight-foot mural depicting the history of Fort Leavenworth in 
the post's hospital dining room. 

Thomas Russell is a native of Pittsburg and graduated from the Kansas City 
Art Institute, where he had studied under John DeMartelli and Thomas Hart 
Benton. He credits Benton with teaching him "how to begin to see." 

During 1939-40 Russell studied in New York City with the Arts Students 
League, under Kunyoshi. He also studied with Henry Moore in Great Britain 
before receiving his B.F.A. from Bethany College in 1947. After receiving his 
M.F.A. from the Kansas City Art Institute in 1948, Russell spent fourteen years 
teaching there. In 1963 he joined the faculty at Baker University. 

"To speak of imagination and creativity seems to imply the surface 
admiration for the irrationality of the imaginative life. Over the past few years, I 
seem to find more and more contempt for the phony phrases and words, 
'transcendental meanings,' 'emotionalism,' 'contemporary,' 'doing your own 
thing.' 

"I like to use natural shapes-not .as imitations-but as I 'see' them." This 
comment is true of Russell's Pod IV, a large oil painting of a green seed pod, 
painted against a background of very deep pink. As the title indicates, there have 
been earlier paintings of the intriguing seed pod. 

Considering his years of study with other artists, his painting and sculpting 
and his years of teaching art students, Thomas Russell remarks, "I have returned 
full cycle to nature and, as we all know, nature is an intellectual thought-just as 
painting is-and so it all becomes a problem! An objective, intellectual problem, 
full of unsought emotion and poetry. 

"I am increasingly interested only in the problems of painting, how to 
make better and better paintings. I have formed the opinion that it is better to 
have a two-dimensional space covered with sensitive color relationships than to 
have a confused, emotional upheaval in the guise of divine, artistic revelation." 

Bernard Frazier 

His mother's face, the horse, the hawk and the buffalo hold special memories for 
Bernard "Poco" Frazier. "The things that I saw often as a youngster shaped my 
life and form the basic foundation of my art work." 

When creating the twenty-four-foot contemporary symbol of Justice for 
the main lobby of the Kansas Supreme Court Building in the Topeka Mall, 
Bernard gave his justice the kind of face his mother had. "I wanted my justice 
to have a tranquil look on her face. The bones in her face must be rather strong 
and have a lot of punch. That's the type of face my mother had. The face I 
patted made its impression." Although the age-old symbol of Justice is passive, 
blindfolded and holds a sword, Bernard's is dynamic. "Her eyes are wide open 
and her arm, in an inspirational upsweep that is tender and grac~ful, holds a 



Bernard Frazier and a one-fourth size model of Justice. 



Bernard Frazier in his Lawrence studio. 
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peregrine falcon, the high-flying bird with eight times the eye power of the 
human eye." 

Early in this century the Frazier family ranch in Smith County included a 
herd of horses. When the last colt was born there, Bernard, at that time an 
assistant to the renowned Lorado Taft, rode the train home from Chicago to 
sculpt a clay model on the top of an oil drum in the pasture as he studied the 
new-born colt. Little Mare was the result and has since been chosen one of ten 
works in an international traveling sculpture show. 

Another image of the horse is Riders, an abstraction of horse forms that has 
already won an award in its "idea" stage. This piece is Bernard's tribute to the 
10,000 years horse and man have been working companions. 

Wounded Falcon, a ceramic molded in Mt. Oread clay, is now in the 
permanent collection of the Philadelphia Academy of Fine Arts. The piece was 
prompted by the artist's painful memory of wounding a hawk circling in the sky 
as he herded on the High Plains and having to destroy the bird. Of art, Bernard 
explains, "Any sculpture that ever becomes great was conceived first in the 
sculptor's mind as a heartfelt philosophy of a contract with his own 
conscientiousness." 

Another important Kansas memory is of Frazier's grandfather, who was a 
buffalo hunter. Bernard remembers listening to his grandfather's accounts of his 
hunting days as they sat together at the table in the farm kitchen and worked 
with clay. Later, he molded two fighting buffalo into a piece entitled Rivals, 
which won first in international competition for ceramic sculpture. 

Besides these works so closely associated with his life, Bernard Frazier has 
constructed sculptures of torched copper, cast bronze, carved stone and mosaic. 
He created the seventy-foot mosaic, Be Still and Know That I Am God, on the 
front of the First United Methodist Church in Wichita. This is probably the 
largest sculptured ceramic mosaic in the Western Hemisphere. 

Empathy, a laminated walnut statue; Faith, a carved limestone statue 
from a quarry near St. Mary's; and Perception, a welded metal statue, are in 
outdoor courtyards at the corners of the Edmund Stanley Library at Friends 
University. (A welded stainless steel statue Intellect is waiting to be installed.) 

Frazier also created the limestone reliefs on the State Office Building, 
Topeka. The figures depict the colonial confrontations of the French and 
Spanish and the pioneering Yankee American family in Kansas. Kansas history 
and the emotions of the people back home-Silence, Meditation and Sorrow; 
Aspiration, Courage and Achievement-are the themes of the bronze high-relief 
panels on the doors of the World War II Memorial Campanille at the University 
of Kansas. 

Other works by Frazier include two cast-concrete monoliths Pillar of Fire 
and Pillar of Cloud With Ten Commandments on the Temple Israel in Tulsa; 
Madonna and Resurrection, bronzes created by direct pouring from crucible to 
open flask; three torched-copper sculptures-Communication Trio on the 
exterior of the Oklahoma Publishing Building; a cast-bronze sculpture The Hunt 
in the Fidelity Plaza Building, Oklahoma City. 



Be -Still and Know That I Am God. Bernard Frazier. Wall mosaic. First United 
Methodist Church, Wichita. 
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While working on the clay model for justice, he also designed the statue of 
the explorer Coronado. This piece, being cast in bronze, will stand in the county 
historical society's park near the Seward County Museum in Liberal. 

Frazier has been sculptor-in-residence at the University of Kansas and his 
studio is a nineteenth-century barn of Kansas limestone, in southwest Lawrence. 
In his sculpture Bernard "Poco" Frazier puts his heart, soul and heritage into 
contributing works of art that will speak to future generations of Kansans. 

Richard West 

Richard West, chairman of the Division of Humanities at Haskell Indian Junior 
College, has dedicated his life to bridging the chasm between traditional native 
Indian art and contemporary art forms. 

"The so-called 'traditional Indian art' is derived from the hide paintings of 
the Plains Indians,'' West said in his quiet manner. "They recorded stories in 
stick paintings, decorated their teepees with angular and geometric animal and 
bird designs, with motifs that were usually decorative and originally 
conventionalized- flat and two dimensional." 

West is a Cheyenne and a grandson of Chief Thunder Bull. His tribal name 
Wah-Pah-Nah-Yah means Light Foot, and he speaks not only his native tribal 
tongue but also is a master of Indian sign language. As an artist, he is known 
for his series of oil paintings depicting Christ as a Plains Indian. 

West puts his Christ onto canvas in definite, bold strokes, adapting the 
Biblical figures to his Indian heritage. "Christ is universal,'' West said. "The 
traditional religious art of the Caucasian comes from Europe. Leonardo da Vinci, 
no matter what church or what country he was painting in, gave Italian faces to 
his religious subjects. El Greco's religious figures were Spanish and the 
contemporary painter Hans Hoffman gives the yellow hair and fair complexion 
of his own Germanic origin to his religious pictures." 

The best known of West's religious paintings is probably Indian Christ in 
Gethsemane. Others arc The Annunciation, The Ascension and The Madonna 
and Child, which portrays an Indian mother dressed in fringed buckskin and 
beaded moccasins with a papoose cradled in her arms. 

The disciples in his The Last Supper are also dressed in buckskin. He seated 
them Indian fashion in a teepee, wearing varied feather, beadwork and hair styles 
representative of their different tribes. They are smoking the peace pipe. "At 
any festive Indian occasion the peace pipe was always in evidence. In this 
instance the braves are using the pipe as they pray. They blow smoke toward the 
earth to thank Mother Earth and then to the four cardinal directions and toward 
God. Each acknowledges the prayer that was spoken as he accepts the pipe." 

In his painting The Crucifixion, an Indian wearing the roached hair style of 
the Pawnee holds the lance, which signifies carrying out the orders of 
crucifixion. West portrayed the Roman as a Pawnee because that tribe was the 
traditional enemy of the Cheyenne. West's plans include a total of fourteen 
paintings in his "Christ As An Indian" series. 



The Last Supper. Dick West. Photo 'by Jane Fowler Morse. 



The Madonna and Child. Dick West. Photo by Jane Fowler Morse. 
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Dick West's oil pamtmgs, woodcarvings and murals are found in many 
places in the United States. His works are in permanent collections at the 
Smithsonian Institute, Jocelyn Memorial Art Museum and the Philbrook Art 
Center. 

He has exhibited his paintings and sculpture in one-man shows from the 
Nelson Gallery and Denver Art Museum to the University of Redlands in 
California and James Graham and Son in New York. 

West, like Blackbear Bosin, is one of t~n artists commissioned by the 
Franklin Mint to produce art for a series of fifty coins commemorating the role 
of the American Indian for the nation's bicentennial. His designs for the 
historical medallions include one of the Trail of Tears, and one marking the end 
of the Indians' use of sacrifical rites. 

In both his art and his teaching, Dick West demonstrates the important 
contribution made by the American Indian to contemporary American art. 

Kansas: 
First Impressions 

Wind licks my hair 
Sun soaks into my spirit 
quieted by the hills 
that roll and roll and roll 
from one to the other 
like laughing children 
The sky is big enough 
for all my worlds 
The rich earth 
lays me down to sleep 
in peace 
Kansas does not shout 
or whisper 
She sings. 
Though only to herself. 

Jani Sherrard, Heritage of Kansas ( 197 6 ). 



Rosal ea 
Jani N. Sherrard 

Rosalea makes an art of her life. It hasn't been easy for her-but it has been 
provocative and colorful! She spends the summer months in Harper, where she is 
the owner, hostess, maintenance laborer, shopkeeper, bookkeeper and maid at 
Rosalea's Hotel. During the winter she lives in Cincinnati, Ohio, where she works 
as a weaver, printmaker and lithographer when she is not out on the street 
peddling her art and the leftover merchandise from her hotel shop. 

Born to a Mennonite family on a farm outside of Harper, Rosalea spent her 
childhood gathering chicken eggs, driving a tractor and going to church twice on 
Sundays. She left Harper as a young adult to earn a B.F.A. atthe University of 
Kansas and later studied at Bethel College, Goshen College, the Wichita Art 
Association School and the Kansas City Art Institute. 

After leaving Kansas she went to New York seeking work as a fabric 
designer. Unable to find employment she tried typing for six weeks, knew she 
couldn't take that and decided that weaving, which she considered one of the 
least developed art forms, was what really interested her. Since then she has been 
weaving with tissue paper and other materials. Her current work also includes 
drawings and prints in various techniques, and "if my spirit dictates, zany, funky 
objects in mixed media, to be enjoyed for their utter lack of utilitarian 
purpose." 

Rosalea's Hotel is a living example of her unpredictable and dedicated 
spirit. She tells her own hotel story. 

"Back in 1968 I visited my parents for their anniversary and some lady 
came up to me and said, 'Oh, Rosalea, you should buy the old hotel. Theire 
going to tear it down if you don't buy it.' So I went through it about fifteen 
minutes before I went to the airport. After I left it began to bug me, but I didn't 
think I wanted to live in Harper again. That was in November. By February the 
woman had lowered the price to $1500, so I took it and moved back to Harper. 
I thought I'd have a lot of room for my looms and I could really get into my art 
work. I also thought I could make this a community center since I had just 
worked with a lot of handicapped and elderly people in New York and I planned 
to incorporate here what I'd done there. The first week back was fantastic. I 
decided . to paint the hotel cherry red, and everybody helped. But when that was 
done, some people with long hair came here to stay, and the community tried to 
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run me out of town. 'Out with her!' Too much change too fast totally wipes 
them out. 

"The amazing thing is that even after seven years they still cannot accept 
this place. After all, they've been mad at me all this time and they have to save 
face. They can't change. The kids growing up with it, yes. It is so much a part of 
their life now and I really feel like in some ways it has been very useful to the 
young people. Someone asked me recently what the hotel represented to the 
kids, so I asked them. They said it is to them like the beauty parlor is for the 
little old ladies." 

While some of the local young people consider the hotel their living room 
away from home, Rosalea knows exactly what she wants it to be for the paying 
customers. Her flyer with its handsome line drawing of the old hotel reads: "At 
this point there are only two basic purposes for A Rosalea's Hotel in Harper, 
Kansas, America: 

1. To provide a Sleeping & Gathering Place that is not a commercial rip-off 
for Various & Assorted People who may feel uncomfortable in a regular, plastic 
Establishment-oriented Sleeping & Gathering Place. 

2. To provide visibility for me as an artist, should the day arrive that the 
"outside world" realizes that I am indeed a serious artist who would like to 
survive by my talent." 

About her first goal, Rosalea bluntly warns prospective customers that 
they'll have to put up with one-socket lighting, artesian-type plumbing, sleeping 
on a mattress that may resemble a lumpy hammock (unless you're lucky enough 
to get the one water-bed room!), sharing a room with an occasional sparrow that 
flies in through a hole in the window screen, or staring at water marks on the 
ceiling. But if they're willing to rough it a bit, Rosalea guarantees her customers 
"a quiet and relaxing retreat from the daily grind." Most rooms are $6. 50 for 
one or $9.50 for two. The most anyone can pay is $17.50 for the 
air-conditioned "super suite" with its "1968 blacklight decor and 'wall-to-wall' 
bed." The decor for the rest of the Hotel is " '1960s decadent,' poorly 
integrated with 'early 1950s bland'." The hotel lounge features walls and ceiling 
papered with silver and lime-green foil. Viva and The Farm ] ournal lie side by 
side on the huge secondhand oak coffee table. Most evenings Rosalea gathers 
here with her guests; they all settle into the over-stuffed chairs, put their feet up 
and talk-sometimes into the wee hours of the morning. 

Perhaps no Kansas artist has been more creative in facing the challenge of 
marketing her work than Rosalea (goal number two). The hotel shop carries her 
own prints and drawings, woven belts and shawls and her paper weavings, some 
of them glittered and gilded, which she calls her interpretation of "the godawful 
funkiness that attracts crow-like people who glitter their nests." 

But according to Rosalea, the market for art objects is not too lively in 
Kansas. So, in her inimitable style, she says, "I've decided if the public will not 
buy my work ~fart, I'm going to give it to them - a million pieces of it! To start 
off, I've printed up 76,000 miniature prints fro.m the first series of forty designs. 
And I'm hiding them all over everywhere. There's a little tiny note on the back 
of each miniature to tell about them. I left the first 1500 in Carbondale, 



Rosalea and Jani and the hotel in Harper. Photo by George Kren. 
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Illinois-palming them off in shopping centers, art museums, airports, grocery 
stores and libraries. Then I left a bunch in Pittsburgh. And some great things are 
happening. In Pittsburgh so many people are collecting them that they're going 
to have a trading day this month so that the people can get the entire set of 
forty. I figure it will take me about five years to personally distribute the million 
pieces. I'm doing it for feedback-I love the feedback." 

"The Rosalea Desperation Subscription Series" is another of her schemes to 
build her art sales. On a bright yellow flyer bordered with an abundance of gold 
glitter, she explains: 

One to four times a year (depending upon the number of items 
subscribed to), you will receive one (1) of my original art pieces, 
signed and numbered according to Issue and Series year. Because I feel 
it is time for the public to become aware and let the artist create 
uninhibitedly, my policy will be that the subscriber must accept what 
I send. It is pure poppycock that art must match decor or be 
"designed" to fit a predetermined space on a wall. With a little 
imagination, a piece of art can be ,placed to look comfortable in any 
environment. And what if you don't like an item I create? Just as in 
the case of any healthy relationship, accept it for what it is and don't 
try to change it! Live with it a while and it is bound to grow on you. 
But if taking chances bothers you, then for goodness sake, don't 
subscribe! I have enough problems without having a bunch of 
irritated, unhappy subscribers! 

As .I am already 38 years old, I would advise you to hurry and 
take advantage of this subscription series. Plans are made that when I 
die, all unsold work that I have created through the years will be 
destroyed immediately and no one will be able to make a purchase 
after my death. Some people have already expressed that this is a very 
selfish attitude. I could care less if it is or isn't. After all, it is I who 
have struggled and struggled. I am the one who has cried gallons of 
tears in frustration over a society that cannot recognize and support 
creative artists who do not fit the "art establishment mold." I am the 
one who has had to expend much of my energy working at menial 
jobs for many years just so I could have money for subsistance and for 
materials to work with. I am the one who was exploited by 
well-meaning people (and some not so well meaning) who expected 

. me to give free professional advice, stock their shops on consignment 
and pay them for exhibiting my work to the public. (Fortunately, I 
have finally learned to avoid people who unknowlingly use me, 
galleries who know they use me and exhibitors who deliberately use 
me.) So if there are ever to be any reward and fulfillments for my 
talent, I fe~l I am the one who needs and deserves them. 

While by her ow'n assessment she does not fit into the "art establishment 
mold," Rosalea has had numerous juri~d exhibitions; invitational exhibitions 
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and one-man shows at galleries, museums and colleges around the country. She 
has been featured in both Life and ·House and Garden magazines. In the 
brochure for her . latest show of weavings, drawings and lithographs, at the 
Gallery at Wilmington College, Ohio, Rosalea sums up her philosophy of life and 
art: 

When the .viewing public expresses concern about the temporary 
quality of my tissue-paper weaving, I think they are symbolically 
lamenting the transitory . nature of life itself . . Like tissue-paper, we 
humans begin life crisp, brilliant and full of youthful color. But with 
the passing years, we fade, mellow and develop the character that 
portrays the type of life we have lived. Sometimes I cover the 
tissue-paper with paint and glitter. This represents the people who are 
afraid for others to see their true quality. Sometimes a weaving meets 
an untimely and tragic ending because of its fragile nature. So, too, it 
is in human experience. I am eager to live to see what character my 
work has · developed by the time it is 50 years .old. After that, I do not 
mind if it returns to dust~just as I shall. . 

Before that happens, an overnight stay at Rosalea's Hotel in Harper will 
provide travelers with more than a night's rest. It will introduce them to Rosalea, 
a Kansas artist. 



Pen, Press and Paper. Jim Bass, 1963. Nickel silver and steel, height: 5', length: 12'. Stouffer Publications, Topeka. 



l 
Sword and Plowshare. Jim Bass, 1964. Nickel silver and monel, height: 14 '. 
Temple Beth Sholom, Topeka. 



--

Formation. Jim Bass, 1969. Cast nickel bronze, height: 10'. Security Benefit Life Insurance Co., Topeka. 



Kansas. Jim Bass, 1970. Welded brass, height: 9' 2". First National Bank, Topeka. 



Sculptured Speech for NASP A 54th Anniversary Conference, 1972. Chester 
Peters. 



Vision. Chester Peters, 1975. Walnut sculpture, height: 5'. McCain Auditorium, 
Kansas State University. 



Pioneer Family. Peter Felten, Jr., Oberlin. 



Untitled. Peter Felten, Jr. 



Monarch of the Plains. Peter Felten, Jr., Hays. 



Three Poets 
Lorrin Leland 

Eugene Fitch Ware 

"Eugene F. Ware, as 'Ironquill,' is recognized throughout the West as the Poet 
Laureate of Kansas. His 'Rhymes of Ironquill' are known and read with interest 
in both England and America." W.M. Davidson's estimation of Ware, written in 
1899, was then correct: the best-known Kansas poet of his day, Ware's poetry 
was published in fifteen editions, including three in England: James C. Malin, in 
one of his superb articles on Ware in the Kansas Historica"l Quarterly, wrote 
"Eugene Ware ... is scarcely known to Kansans of 1971." Malin is also correct; 
Ware's poetry has for several decades been relegated to dusty shelves in libraries. 
His reputation among those who do know his work is not high; one 
contemporary poet has called it "flapdoodle jingo verse." Despite the current 
state of his reputation, Ware is, historically, an important figure in Kansas 
literature. 

Ware was born in Connecticut in 1841, and raised in Iowa. He volunteered 
for the Union army at the beginning of the Civil War, and rose to the rank of 
captain. After the war he moved to Kansas, settling near Fort Scott. For a time, 
Ware shared a harness business with his father, whom he had persuaded to come 
west with him. He soon gave up his interest in the business to study law and do 
occasional writing for the Fort Scott Daily .Monitor. 

Ware 's poetry, even at this early stage in his development, began to fall into 
three broad categories: humorous, sentimental poems sometimes written in a 
vernacular style; topical poems about current issues; and serious poems generally 
containing a philosophical question of interest to the poet. Most of his 
humorous and topical verse was signed "The Philosopher of Paint Creek." With 
the first edition of his collected poetry the literary pseudonym "lronquill" 
became the standard signature for his work. 

It was not until 1876, when "The Washerwoman's Song" appeared in the 
Daily Monitor and was widely reprinted, that he gained a reputation outside Fort 
Scott. The idea expressed in the poem-that religion is an "anodyne to grief' 
created by mankind to meet its needs rather than being based upon any divinely 
revealed truth - drew many editorial comments, letters from readers and poetic 
replies, the majority of which were primarily concerned with Ware's apparent 
atheism. 

385 
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"The Washerwoman's Song" was written near the beginning of Ware's best 
years as a poet (roughly 1872-92). During this period, he wrote many of his 
most successful poems: "Kriterion,, (1874 ), "Shadow" (1875), "The Granger's 
Text" (1875), "4 Corn Poem" (1876), "Joline" (1877), "Quivera-Kansas" 
(1879), "John Brown" (1886), ''The Sunset Marmaton" (1888), "The Kansas 
Dug-Out" (1888), "Algomar" (1889), "The Tobacco Stemmers" (1891) and The 
Kansas Bandit, or The Fall of Ingalls (1891). Many of these po'ems, some in 
revised form, became part of Ware's Rhymes of lronquill, which first appeared in 
1885 and went through several editions. 

These years were marked by the ascension of Ware's fortune in other fields 
as well. He became a prosperous and respected lawyer, engaged in a brief, though 
unsatisfactory, political career and made a name for himself as a lecturer. In 
1892, Ware went to Europe. There he was amazed to find a number of 
correlations between the · workings of ancient and modern civilization. After his 
return, he gave lectures on such topics as "Lawyers of Antiquity" and "Fire 
Departments of Ancient Rome." Ware's interest in ancient law gave his legal 
career a new turn. He became knowledgeable in the field of water rights, writing a 
book (The Irrigation Laws of Kansas, ~896) and translating Roman laws dealing 
with the subject (Co~pus Juris Civilis Digesta: Roman Water Law, Translated 
from the Pandects of Justinian, 1905). 

Although Ware had been largely disappointed in his political ambitions-his 
trip to Europe had been in part an effort to forget his defeat while seeking the 
Republican nomination for Congress in 1890-his political stock rose when 
Theodore Roosevelt became president. This may be due to Ware's popular verse 
about the Spanish-American War, in which Roosevelt played a notable role. 
These verses were only a step above doggerel, as "Dewey" illustrates: 

0 Dewey was the morning 
Upon the first of May; 

And Dewey was the Admiral 
Down in Manila bay; 

And Dewey were the Regent's eyes, 
"Them orbs" of Royal Blue; 

And Dewey fe~l discouraged? 
I Dew not think we Dew. 

In 1902, Ware was appointed Commissioner of Pensions by Roosevelt. He was 
uncomfortable in the job and happily resigned in December 1904. Ware 
continued to write poetry, with less output and quality; much of his time was 
spent writing prose (The Lyon Campaign, 1907; The Autobiography of Ithuriel, 
1909; and The Indian War of 1864, 1911). 

At Ware's death in 1911, as Malin notes in his Ironquill-Paint Creek Essays 
(1972), the writers of his· obituaries were apparently unsure how to assess his 
acco~plishmen.ts. Malin points out that Ware's many interests forced him to 
remain something of an amateur: 
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In most things, always an amateur, there was no apparent limit to the 
range of Ware's curiousity.. • . What was called originality was 
often ... that he found something of interest in what others 
considered commonplace-in the novelty of the unexpected. 
Furthermore, he did not hesitate to investigate and to interpret 
findings. In none of his studies, however, not even in his profession of 
law, did he embark upon a systematic research in the manner of the 
best standards of his day. Even in his specialities, he was still an 
amateur. Ware learned things new to him quickly, but never 
thoroughly. 

Ware achieved a respectable measure of success in several fields-as soldier, 
journalist, lawyer, politician, lecturer, historian and poet. It is, however, as a poet 
that he hoped to be remembered; "Adieu," the last poem in Rhymes of 
Ironquill, voices this hope: 

Oft the resonance of rhymes 
Future hearts and distant times 

May impress; 
Shall humanity to me, 
Like my Kansas prairies, be 

Echoless? 

A fear of obscurity is also revealed in those lines; and indeed, someday soon, the 
Kansas prairies may carry no sound of his name. 
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Charles Leroy Edson 

On December 4, 197 5, two days before his ninety-fourth birthday, Charles 
Leroy Edson died in Topeka. The Topeka Daily Capital carried only a small 
notice of his death on the following day. It described Edson as a journalist, 
cartoonist and "author of many books, some of which are on display at the 
Kansas State Historical Society." There was more to the story. Edson's ability to 
endure decades of neglect, poverty and illness without becoming embittered may 
stem from the tough pessimism that grew out of his Kansas childhood and that 
was expressed in his autobiography, The Great American Ass (1926): 

My theory of life is that it is the destiny of man to make an ass of 
himself-in his effort to improve himself he ruins himself...,....to put it in 
the vernacular; every bean-eating Bostonian was born to spill the 
beans. 

Edson was born in Nebraska and raised in Kansas. His father, a successful 
farmer, was strict and parsimonious and did not encourage his son's interest in 
literature. Nevertheless, Edson attended the University of Kansas, and upon his 
graduation fo 1904 immediately_ launched upon a colorful career in journalism. 
He wrote humorous columns, often in verse and decorated by his own cartoons. 
He moved from job to job, working for the Kansas City Star, the Tulsa Post, the 
New York Morning Sun, the New York Evening Mail and many other 
newspapers. In 1920, he authored a book about his journalistic specialty (The 
Gentle Art of Columning-A Treatise on Newspaper Humor). He also served as 
the ghost-writer of the autobiography of James J. Davis, then Secretary of 
Labor. 

Edson was working for a newspaper in Charleston when, in 1924, he 
initiated the short-lived Edson Pocket Library Series. The Series consisted of six 
titles by Edson, all evidently published at the same time. Jn these pamphlets, 
Edson displays his ability in fiction, essays, a long poem and two collections of 
short poetry. One collection, Rhymes and Circuses, is composed of 
"Mother-Goosey" work taken &om his various columns. Edson recognized that 
they were not of high aesthetic quality: 

There is no cerebration in any of them, and yet I take more pride in 
writing a Mother Goose rhyme than I would in writing high grade 
poetry that nobody remembered. 

"Quickly Cured" is typical of the verse in Rhymes and Circuses: 

Artie chokes 
On artichokes 
And has a fit-a spasm; 



But Auntie dotes 
On anecdotes 

And cures hiin when he has 'em. 
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Despite his disavowal of interest in "high grade poetry,n his other 
collection, Prairie Fire, described by Edson as "an Epic Poem in. flashes. of 
rhyme, whieh like scenes in a movie, give a complete historic picture of the 
Americans who pioneered the prairies," is his most sustained poetic success. 
Prairie Fire reflects both Edson's memories of his hard childhood on the Kansas 
plains and his antipathy toward the dominant forces in Kansas culture. The 
sentiments of "John Brown of Osawatomie" and "Horace Greeley in Kansas" 
are repeated at length in The Great American Ass, and in the following instance 
are directed at the town considered by many to be the state's intellectual and 
cultural center. 

The people of Lawrence were transplanted Puritans from 
Massachusetts but they believed that history began with the founding 
of that town and everything of true import dated back to the 
departure of John Brown from that soil and the arrival of the Missouri 
guerillas under one Quantrell who burned the town. They had erected 
this burning of Lawrence into some such sacred legend as the fall of 
Troy combined with the crucifixion of Jesus. 

Edson thought most Kansans were too ready to fall under the spell of one 
or more of the various reform movements of the day, all of which promised a 
cure for the ills of society if one particular evil was eradicated. In Whale Meat, an 
essay in the Edson Pocket Library Series, Edson sees the movements that swept 
Kansas in the last century-abolition, prohibition and populism-as part of a 
larger optimism that permeates Western (or to use his term, "Nordic") culture: 

Man creates what he has an appetite for. And what he has no stomach 
for he would "prohibit the manufacture and sale of." Bees have an 
appetite for honey; they could not live as a swarm without that 
sweetness. And we Nordics could not live as a tribe without our Santa 
Claus. 
"We arc endowed," says the Declaration, with many sweet things. "We 
are endowed," with certain inalienable gifts, "life, liberty, happiness." 
Who endowed us? It must be Santa Claus. 

By using a common symbol, Santa Claus, and an uncommon one, whale meat 
(which had been heralded as a cheap replacement for beef), Edson points out 
what, in his opinion, was a weakness in American culture. Another title in the 
Series, What I Know About Jews, deals with the same idea, playing on the 
stereotypes of J cw and Gentile: 
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Here is the paradox about the Jews and the American Gentiles. The 
Jew has an idealistic philosophy, but he acts as a realist. The American 
has a realistic philosophy, but he acts on idealism or sentiment. 

The basic thrust of his argument is that Americans, no matter their religious or 
ethnic heritage, are becoming a nation believing in "magic, clairvoyance, food 
from the atmosphere," and "Federal aid from governmental Santa Clauses." 

In the 1930s, problems beset Edson. He ~as forced to leave his family and 
return to Kansas to find a job. Although he did occasional assignments for 
newspapers and worked for a time in a WPA writers' project, Edson slowly 
faded. His style of journalistic humor and acerbic philosophy seemed out of 
date. His name continued to appear from time to time in A.J. Carruth's 
"Whispering Willow" column in the Topeka ] ournal and Zula Bennington 
Greene's "Peggy of the Flint Hills" feature in the Topeka Capital. In 1950, the 
Kansas City Star reprinted his long poem "Kansas City," which was originally 
published by that paper in 1920. 

C.W. Gusewelle, a reporter for the Star, discovered Edson living in poverty 
in a Topeka hotel in 1963, and the articles that subsequently appeared in the 
Kansas City and Topeka newspapers brought the elderly writer back to public 
attention. Gusewelle's portrait of Edson shows an old man, alone and 
surrounded by the evidences of his failure, but still defiant: 

The years had been hard on him, and his words came out through the 
gaps between a few worn teeth. "I have accomplished my heart's 
desires," he said. It was a challenge, with the unmasked wish to be 
believed. "There isn't a damn thing left that· I wanted as an aspiring 
youth, that I haven't done .... " 

"He sent a book of some kind off a few years back," the landlady 
said, "and it came back. He gets all kinds of ideas and writes them 
down on a paper. But it just doesn't any of it make sense." 

Like the hotel, he has outlived his time. He survives almost as a 
creature of his own memory, a poet without an audience- but st ill a 
poet. 

Ironically, Edson had closed The Great American Ass nearly forty years earlier 
with what could stand as a fitting description of the last years of his life: 

Leave me to die in my poverty and loneliness .... When the pitiful 
evening fever sends me into a pleasant, hectic haze, let me think again 
of the time when I pulsed with aspiration, when I believed in the 
sanctity of our dream-.democracy and ordered my life with the rigor of 
an idealist and sought only the sanity of culture .... 

The record Edson left - his poetry, essays, fiction and autobiography - is 
unique in Kansas literature. Edson both loved and hated the state; he believed its 
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settlers were courageous and vmonary but also fanatical and superstitious. 
Despite his frequent attacks on Kansas, he returned here, died here and is buried 
here. In many ways, his story resembles those of the Kansans he so disliked; like 
John Brown, Carrie Nation and John J. Ingalls, Edson was dedicated to clearing 
the vision of mankind. He attacked what he saw as false and dangerous, always 
speaking his mind. Edson remembered the failures and shattered dreams of the 
pioneers. In memory of them, and for the sake of their progeny, he did not 
hesitate to reveal what he believed to be the harsh truths about Kansas and its 
history. 

"Watkins Community Museum," quilt block by Louise Townsend. From the 
Douglas County Bicentennial Quilt. 

Kenneth Wiggins Porter 

... I was born in 1905 on a small farm just north of Sterling, son of a 
photographer and part-time farmer and of a former country-school 
teacher. Both oarents were Scotch-Irish, United Presbyterian, and 
Prohibitionist, ~nd had come to Western Kansas, separately, from 
Iowa in the mid-1880's- my mother by covered wagon. 
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Kenneth Porter's family background, as he describes it in a recent letter, reveals 
deep-rooted ties to several important cultural forces in Kansas (Prohibition, a 
strong religious influence, the pioneering impulse) and implies other 
connections-a personal attachment to the land, an awareness of the workings of 
historical processes on the individual and a commitment to humanity. Porter is 
very much a poet of this century, but his concerns link him to an earlier Kansas 
poetic tradition. 

In the early 1920s, at the close of his undergraduate studies at Sterling 
College, Porter underwent a change in outlook fundamental to his artistic life. 

During my last couple of years as an undergraduate, however, I did 
experience a couple of developments which later indirectly influenced 
my poetry-an interest in the "human condition," which, except in 
racial matters, had not previously much concerned me, and a 
reconstruction of my hitherto extremely orthodox religious views. 
Sterling College, although extremely conservative in almost every 
conceivable respect, nevertheless did subscribe to The Nation, The 
New Republic, and The World Tomorrow, and these publications, plus 
my parents' Populist-Prohibitionist background, prepared me to 
become involved in 1924 in William Allen White's anti-KKK campaign 
for the governorship and Robert M. LaFollette's simultaneous 
campaign for the presidency. 

Th~se sentiments connect Porter with writers of Populist verses and lyrics like 
Sol L. Long and with a large group of poets who wrote epic poems praising the 
Abolitionist-Prohibitionist, radical-reform heritage of Kansas. 

Porter was probably unaware of his kinship with these obscure regional 
poets. His knowledge of poetry came from his parents' library-Shakespeare, 
Wordsworth, Tennyson, Longfellow, Scott, Kipling, Browning, Whitman and 
others. He was unaware that poetry was still a viable form until a neighbor 
showed him a copy of Louis Untermeyer's anthology Modern Amen"can Poetry . 
(1920): 

I ... discovered that poetry could be written not only today but 
about Midwestern scenes. It set me to scribbling like mad but, oddly, 
instead of myself using familiar Midwestern scenes and themes, I 
imitated the romantic poets of my earlier reading. Characteristically, 
the earliest written (1923) of my published "poems" were set in 17th 
century Scotland and on the West Coast of Africa! 

As a graduate student at Harvard a few years later, Porter began to associate 
with other student-poets whose political, religious and artistic beliefs were close 
to his own: 

Through my association with an organization of self-styled "rebel 
poets," of whom the leading spirit was the "proletarian novelist" Jack 
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Conroy, I came into touch with the belated "renaissance man," 
Seymour Gordon Link, who had just arrived at Harvard as a graduate 
student, and who immediately set about organizing what came to be 
known as The Poetry Forum (Cambridge), an organization which, 
whatever its original intention, came to be devoted to the reading and 
criticism of the members' poems-criticism rigorous and unsparing but 
usually intelligent and rarely if ever malicious .... Unofficial products 
of the Forum were a collection of "Christian social-vision" poems, on 
which Seymour Link, Harry Hurd, and I collaborated, . and which 
actually went into two editions a-nd was at least mildly profitable 
(Christ in the Breadline, 1932, 1933), and Pilate before Jesus: Biblical 
and Legendary Poems, published in 1936 in Jack Wheelwright's Poems 
for a Dime, also known as Vanguard Verse. Perhaps the principal value 
of the latter publication ... was that it got the impulse to depend 
heavily on Biblical themes out of my system! 

During his association with the Poetry Forum, Porter also felt the disrupting 
effects of the Depression on a firsthand basis: 

The Depression intensified my "social consciousness" and stimulated 
my writing of socio-religious poems. I formalized my radical 
tendencies in 1932 by joining the Socialist Party and engaging in 
soap-boxing and organizing. The effect of drought, dust-storms and 
depression on my native state gave me new themes and a new 
symbolism. Depression in the U.S., rising fascism abroad, the 
destruction of the agricultural environment, and the lack of any 
commensurate economic reward to those most intimately involved in 
agriculture, caused me to return to what Selden Rodman ... called 
Social Symbolism. 

Porter's personal convictions and understanding of these turbulent events 
fused into a powerful symbolism solidly grounded on his perceptions of his 
homeland: 

In my case, the Kansas vegetation, whether natural (buffalo grass) or 
introduced (wheat) came to symbolize both the life force in general 
and the indestructible human spirit in particular, whether coping with 
destructive natural forces or with dictatorships. My personal 
"<lepression"-by the summer of 1933 I found myself broke, 
unemployed, with no prospects for employment, and with no recourse 
except to take refuge in my parents' home in Kansas-accentuated all 
the influences and factors mentioned above. 

Although The High Plains (1938), Porter's first major collection of poetry, 
contains many poems inspired by his return to Kansas and several others 
expressing his socio-political and religious beliefs, only in "The Last Prairie-Dog 
Town" do these come together. 
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Several poems in No Rain from These Clouds (1946) show Porter's success 
in creating a style both expressive of his personal credo and capable of dealing 
sensitively with Kansas material. The poems in this volume are arranged in 
sections by thematic content. One section, "The Island That is New England," is 
dedicated to Porter's "friends of the Cambridge Poetry Forum, 1932-1936, and 
of the Boston Community Church, 1927-1936." Porter's socialism is most visible 
in the "Current History" section, dedicated to Norman Thomas, which includes 
a number of poems about the Spanish Civil War and three Kansas poems-"Dark 
Saying," "The Happy Farmer" and "Harvest: June, 1938." In the latter poem, 
written in praise of the Kansans who fought fascism in Spain, Porter successfully 
links Kansas radicalism (evoked by the name of John Brown) with the conflict in 
Europe: 

Donald Henry 
Ray Jackson 
They were Kansans 
their schoolbooks had not yet forgotten 
John Brown 
They were men from the wheatfields 
Spain was a furious sun which drew them along paths of 

light 
as the water ascends from the trickle through sand, from 

the buffalo-wallow,· 
to swoop like a billion bright chatos which speed to relief 
of the drought-besieged fields. 
Theirs too was a lean and stubborn land. · 
For five years it had known 
the dictatorship of the drought, the blackshirted dust-

storm ... 
the dust still swirls in a gas-cloud, 
heads have fallen .. . 
but the lines hold .. . 
irrigation-canals have brought up reinforcements .... 
No pasaran! 

If a Spanish trench gashes a ripened wheatfield with 
gigantic and sterile furrow 

there are men who arc rubbing the heads between powder-
black palms 

men who winnow the kernels with battle-hot breath, and 
who wonder 

about the Three A's, the FU, and about yields per acre, 
weight per bushel, and protein-content-above all, the price-
of wheat at the Dodge City co-ops .. '. . 



John Brown of Kansas still goes marching on-
his tread is on the plains of Aragon! 
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The last section of No Rain from These Clouds, "Ad Astra Per Aspera," is 
subtitled "A Celebration of the struggle of the people of Kansas with the forces 
of Nature." Porter considers this long poem to be his greatest success: 

In retrospect it seems to me that "Ad Astra Per Asp era," the long 
poem which, at William Allen White's suggestion, I wrote for the 
dedication of the municipal auditorium at Emporia, was more 
important than The High Plains. I had never before written a poem 
"to order," but this poem, into which ... I interwove numerous 
poems which had been written earlier, and in some cases .published, 
seemed to come as easily as if I had been preparing for it for the 
previous fifteen years at least-as in a sense, no doubt, 1 had. It 
included a "sense of the past," a Biblical tradition, anti-fascism, a 
concern for the soil, as well as a combination of the traditional 
rhymed verse and a looser blank verse or free verse. I doubt that I have 
written anything for which I had rather be known, although some 
portions stand up to the test of time better than others. 

"Ad Astra Per Aspera" contains five parts-"Address to Kansans," "The 
Land of the Crippled Snake," "The Years of the Locust," "The Ghosts of the 
Buffalo," and "The Laying of the Ghost"-each capable of standing alone on its 
own poetic merit. The poem successfully connects the experiences and spirit of 
pioneer Kansas with contemporary life in the state. Much more than nostalgia 
for by-gone days, "Ad Astra Per Aspera" shows the ancestral heritage of Kansas 
is still vital: -

Many came to this land 
and some stayed. 
As for those who did not, 
God grant that they found greener pastures. 
As for those who dug in and survived, 
their names are familiar to you, 
are your own, in whole or in part, 
the names of your children. 

Porter taught history at Southwestern College, Vassar and the University of 
Illinois before joining the faculty of the University of Oregon in 1958. As an 
historian, he continues to write works of biography and history. But as a poet, 
Porter has been relatively inactive since 1946 and has written virtually no poetry 
for over ten years. 

Whether I shall ever write any poems I think worth publishing I don't 
know. I remember that about 1940, Robert Frost asked me about 
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how my poetry was going and 1 replied, in effect, "Not so good. I 
haven't written anything for several months." "Oh you will, you 
will!" said Frost. "Why once I didn't write a thing for a year-then 
wrote better than ever!" But this is 1976, not 1940. 

Unfortunately, like the great majority of Kansas poets, Porter's work is largely 
unavailable- both The High Plains and No Rain from These Clouds are long out 
of print, and his poems published in journals-including the Kansas 
Magazine - are also difficult to find outside a library. A poet of Porter's 
quality- for our benefit as much as his-deserves the recognition from 
contemporary Kansans that he received from preceding generations. 



Cynthia Schira at her loom. 



Cynthia Schira 
Barbara Watkins 

In her old, high-ceilinged house, filled with colorful weavings, skeins of yarn and 
countless ideas for future projects, Jonathan Bell and I recently talked with 
Cynthia Schira. 

We asked Cynthia what effects Kansas had had on her life and her art-in 
light of the fact that her parents had feared that her g~od New England 
schooling would "go to waste" in Kansas. 

"Here one can be proud of one's immigrant background-the fact that you 
come from a different area. You can do and be what you want to. Nobody 
expects you to be in a particular role here. It's possible to make your peace with 
your community in human terms so that your art stays free from restriction. 

"Kansas has put me on my own terms because I haven't had the group of 
people around that you might have in the city. I feel much more alone. It is 
necessary to be alone. People work here because there is a structure here. There 
isn't all this coming in at you, to distract you, all the time. Here you can expand 
out." 

The landscape of Kansas is in Cynthia's work. To someone coming from the 
East Coast, the horizons are important. Here there are "no mountains in the 
way." Her ideas are abstract but they are based on the land. 

"I find it very comforting to be very small in a large-scale environment. It 
takes some of the responsibility off me as an individual, I like to be just part of 
nature, part of the order of things. When I do have success in my work, I feel 
that its importance is relatively small, although it's important to me, of course." 

Cynthia studied weaving at the Rhode Island School of Design (when she 
told her family that she wanted to go to an art school, her mother called their 
minister, who tried to talk her out of it) and served as an apprentice in a tapestry 
school at Aubusson, France. Shortly after, she married Richard Schira, now a 
professor of painting at the University of Kansas. When they moved to this part 
of the country, they wanted to find out what Kansas was like, so they lived on a 
farm near Lone Star Lake for six years. Later they moved to Lawrence after 
their first child was born. 

Although Cynthia feels that art is an integral part of her life, on a daily 
basis she rarely interacts as an artist- rather as a mother or wife. "For many 
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years few people knew that I did anything but had a loom in the house, and lots 
of people have looms." 

The balance between family and art is important to Cynthia. Although she 
weaves from six to eight hours a day, being a wife and a mother means that 
nothing happens at a certain time. "I find freedom within my marriage, my 
family, my house. I need a sense of place. The land, the family and the structure 
of my work is what holds it all together for me in those times between the highs 
and lows of my work." 

"Why does one artist survive when another does not?" we asked. 
"I think that what I do comes out of my femininity, my womanness. If I 

did away with the things I do as a woman, I would have done away with some of 
the reasons for my work. And I don't think I would work as much if I didn't 
have this balance." 

We asked Cynthia to describe her process of creating. "I begin my work 
with an unformed idea, then make a sketch or something small as it takes on 
some structure. I find freedom in working from a very basic structure. My 
thoughts are more visual impressions than verbal paragraphs. Weaving uses the 
horizontal and the vertical to make a structure. Then after you have the 
structure, you can make an aesthetic statement out of it." 

Cynthia's finished hangings are often very large. She has done 
commissioned work for the Oakland International Airport, Marshall Field in 
Chicago, a number of banks and public buildings, and one of her most recent 
hangings was for a new ski lodge in Snowbird, Utah. Her work has been featured 
in national and international exhibitions and in books and articles on weaving 
techniques and textiles. In addition to her work and writing articles for 
professional journals, Cynthia has taught weaving at universities and workshops 
around the country. 

For the most part Cynthia sells her art outside Kansas. "I prefer to live 
distant from the things I produce. This gives me space to grow again." 

When Cynthia Schira began her weaving career, her materials filled only one 
room; but as her commitment to her art grew, her work spilled out into the 
whole house- and far beyond. 
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William Inge 

Jonathan Wesley Bell 

HOWARD I know how it is, Rosemary. My life's no bed of roses 
either. 

ROSEMARY Then why don't you do something about it? 

HOWARD I figure-there's some bad things about every life. 

ROSEMARY There's too much bad about mine. Each year, I keep 
tellin' myself, is the last. Something'll happen. Then nothing ever 
·does-except I get a little crazier all the time. 

The somber tones in William Inge's Kansas plays remind us of what is frightening 
about life in our small towns. Inge knew such places well. He came out of a 
Kansas town, Independence, where he was born in 1913, and where he grew up. 
He went to college in another, Lawrence. He taught high school in another, 
Columbus. It is not surprising that Inge's best work is directly or indirectly 
about his Kansas experiences. Artists reveal most often, most successfully, what 
has touched them most intimately. 

The Kansas Inge creates, however, is not a physical setting. Rarely in his 
plays does a powerful sense of place intrude on the mental landscape. Inge's 
Kansas is essentially a state of mind and a human condition. R. Baird Shuman in 
William Inge writes, "In Inge's work, the dark recesses are in the human mind 
rather than in the landscape and architecture; the eerie stone buildings become 
bungalows in the great American flatland; the horror is less bloodcurdling than 
sustained; the blacks and the whites of human behavior tend toward grays." 

Inge came to playwriting slowly, shyly. He had written little more than a 
master's thesis when he met Tennessee Williams in 1945. Inge was then music, 
art, book and drama critic for the St. Louis Star-Times. Williams was fresh from 
his first stage success, The Glass Menagerie. Williams had a great impact on Inge's 
life-becoming a close friend, encouraging his first efforts, helping him get a start 
with the Margo Jones Little Theatre Group in Dallas. 

Inge's golden decade began in 1950 in New York City with Come Back, 
Little Sheba. A first Broadway play by an unknown writer, Sheba was a 
surprising success. Shirley Booth's portrayal of Lola is still heralded as a classic. 
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The film rights were sold before the play closed-after a modest but respectable 
run cif 190 performances. 

Picnic followed in 1953, winning the Pulitzer Prize, the New York Drama 
Critic's Circle Award and the Donaldson Prize. Bus Stop ran for 478 
performances, beginning in 1956, and was titled the season's best by Time 
Magazine. The Dark at the Top of the Stairs opened on December 5, 1957, at 
the Music Box Theatre in New York City under the direction of Elia Kazan; it 
was the last of Inge's stage successes. His next play, A Loss of Roses, was a bitter 
failure-closing after only twenty-five performances. The morning after Roses 
opened, the critical abuse came so hot and heavy that Inge left the city and fled 
to Nashville. 

The turning point had come. Inge tried other plays, a novel, screen 
plays-to no avail. Although he later received recognition for two of his original 
screen plays-Splendor in the Grass won the Academy Award in 1961 for best 
screen play, and All Fall Down was entered in the Cannes Film Festival-Inge 
was never again acclaimed as a vital artist. 

In his introduction to Four Plays by William Inge, which Random House 
published in 19 58, he wrote 

The playwright comes to realize, maybe with considerable shock, that 
the play contains something very vital to him, something of the very 
essence of his own life. If it is rejected, he can only feel that he is 
rejected, too. Some part of him has been turned down, cast aside, even 
laughed at or scorned. If it is accepted, all that becomes him to feel is 
a deep gratefulness, like a man barely escaping a fatal accident, that he 
has survived. 

Inge finally could not escape the "fatal accident" of rejection; he committed 
suicide in California in 197 3. 

It is tempting to surmise that the further Inge traveled in time, space and 
spirit from his source, from Kansas, the more unsuccessful and the sadder he 
became. This, of course, is conjecture, supported by the fact that in his closing 
years of loneliness and failure Inge often expressed a desire to return to live in 
Kansas. Perhaps he came to believe that here after all was the magic touchstone 
that had eluded him. Perhaps the truth of the touchstone, which few modern 
artists are lucky enough to encounter, is in the people moved by an artist's work. 
Inge had· no way of knowing how much he impressed a Kansas boy growing up 
in the 60s. 

Come Back, Little Sheba was my first Inge play. I saw it in the stony gloom 
of the old Kansas State Auditorium in 1960. That particular evening has stuck in 
my memory because my older brother played the Milkman, rattling milk bottles 
and flexing invisible muscles, and because on the dark ride home across 
north-central K~nsas I also ·saw the northern lights for the first time. 

My brother came home at Easter and s;~jd his drama teacher was "nuts" 
about Inge. So was I. I read all his plays. When the movie versions came to town 
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I saw them at least twice (mourning over what I considered the great injustices 
perpetrated by Hollywood against my hero). 

When I read or saw an Inge play my head swirled with ideas, I had trouble 
swallowing. For me William Inge had created a sad, beautiful landscape of 
characters that mirrored mysteriously the Kansas I lived in. It was Inge who 
taught me that Kansans too possessed the dignity of tragedy. 

I saw Where's Noddy (one of Inge's most unfortunate pieces) in New York 
in 1966. It was in that theater, sitting among a group of eager Kansas school 
kids, that I saw Inge come down from his pedestal. I left feeling a little 
betrayed-a Kansas hero had been spoiled by the chaos of the outside world. 

Recently I returned to reading Inge. Older and more seasoned, I still find 
his work moving, his touches of characterization exciting, particularly in the 
Kansas plays. By "Kansas plays" I mean his first four, which placed him with 
Arthur Miller and Tennessee Williams at the top of American theater in the 50s. 
Sheba, Picnic, Bus Stop, The Dark at the Top of the Stairs-these come directly 
out of Kansas experiences (although The Dark at the Top of the Stairs is set in 
Oklahoma, it relates to the author's boyhood in Independenc_e, Kansas). 

Inge saw Kansas as an "outback" where people were no longer heroic but 
engulfed by the loneliness and anonymity of existence in backwater towns, 
where the staleness of new middle-class propriety could be unbearable when 
folks still remembered the wilderness and pioneers. Inge's sets are dust-bowl 
prairie and stifling little towns where his people continue to grope for love and 
fulfillment of their dreams. · 

Despite their setting and time, the plays are curiously devoid of Western or 
pioneer images. 

DR. LYMAN Aren't there any Indian tribes around here that have 
war dances? 

ELMA (Laughing) No, silly! We're very civilized. 

It would seem the world has gone boringly flat. The casualties of Kansas culture 
are people like Doc in Sheba or Dr. Lyman in Bus Stop, aging virgins trapped by 
their parents, like Helen Potts in Picnic, and a whole Greek chorus line of 
desperate, insecure women clutching for menfolk who have become failures or 
unsatisfying wanderers. 

Lola, Madge, Rosemary, Flo, Millie, Helen Potts, Cherie, Elma, Grace, Cora, 
Lottie-the Inge women are desperate for an identity. 

MRS. POTTS Not when a man is there, Flo. He walked through the 
door and suddenly everything was different. He clomped through 
the tiny rooms like he was still in the great outdoors, he talked in 
a booming voice that shook the ceiling. Everything he did 
reminded me there was a man in the house, and it seemed good. 

FLO (Skeptically) Did it? 
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MRS. POTTS And that reminded me ... I'm a woman, and that 
seemed good, too. 

The Inge men, would-be heroes, are defeated by civilization. The plays are full of 
restless travelers aimlessly crossing the Plains. When the wanderer does pause, 
entangled in others' lives, he is thwarted by the culture of Kansas's small towns. 

RUBIN I s'pose all this time you been thinkin' you was married to 
one a them movin' -pitcher fellas that jump off bridges and hold 
up trains and shoot Indians, and are never scared a no thin'. Times 
are changin', Cora, and I dunno where they're goin'. When I was 
a boy, there wasn't much more to this town than a post office. I 
on'y had six years a schoolin' cause that's all the Old Man 
thought I'd ever need. Now look at things. School buildin's, 
churches, fine stores, movie theatres, a country club. Men 
becomin' millionaires overnight, drivin' down the street in big 
limousines, goin' out to the country club and gettin' drunk, 
acting like they was the lords of creation. I dunno what to think 
of things now, Cora. I'm a stranger in the very land I was born in. 

CORA (Trying to restore his pride) Your folks pioneered this 
country. 

RUBIN Sometimes wonder if it's not a lot easier to pioneer a 
country than it is to settle down in it. I look at the town now 
and don't recognize anything in it. I come home here, and I still 
have to get used to the piano, and the· telephone, and the gas 
stove, and the lace curtains at the windows, the carpets on the 
floor. All these things are still new to me. I dunno what to make 
of 'em. How can I feel I've got anything to give to my children 
when the world's as strange to me as it is to them? 

· The characters struggling to announce themselves are anonymous people. 
Watching them is like standing idly by as someone fights to escape quicksand. 
The chaotic sprawl of modern life teaches them that they are no one, from no 
where. Wandering is partially a search for identity-to get somewhere, to be 
someone. 

HAL (With some desperation) I gotta get some place in this world, 
Seymour. I got to. 

ALAN (With a hand on HAL'S shoulder) Take it easy. 

HAL This is a free country, and I got just as much rights as the next 
fello~. Why can't I get along? 

ALAN Don't worry, Hal. I'll help you out as much as I can. (MRS. 
POTTS comes out the OWENS' back door) Sinclair is hiring new 
men, aren't they, Mrs. Potts? 
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MRS. POTTS Yes, Alan. Carey Hamilton needs a hundred . new men 
for the pipeline. 

HAL (Had dared to hope for more) Pipeline? 

ALAN If you wanta be president ofthe company, Hal, I guess you'll 
just have to work hard and be patient. 

HAL (Clenching his fists together, so eager is hefor patience) Yah. 
That's something I gotta learn. Patience! (He hurries inside the 
OWENS' back door now) 

MRS. POTTS I feel sorry for young men today. 

In Bus Stop the travelers are caught in a small-town cafe, cut off from the 
outside by snow-covered roads and downed telephone lines. This is an image of 
Great Plains life, where people are hemmed in by .a huge, empty, vaguely 
threatening land. Isolated in boredom and pervading intellectual flatness, their 
experiences are reduced to the civilized gloss of country clubs, high schools and 
churches. . 

In Picnic, before enlightenment, Madge says to her mother, "It seems 
like-when I'm looking in the mirror that's the only way I can prove to myself 
I'm alive." Reality to Inge is most powerful when it snatches just such a typical 
Kansas life and strips it to its core of frustration. At the pitch of defeat his 
characters arrive at moments of revelation. He wrote: 

I deal with surfaces in my plays, and let whatever depths there are in 
my material emerge unexpectedly so that they bring something of the 
suddenness and shock which accompany the discovery of truths in 
actuality. 

In the last scene of Sheba, Doc and Lola sit together in the kitchen, awake 
to the reality of loss and failure. 

LOLA (Leaves Stove and sits. Sentimental tears come to her eyes) 
But this part is sad, Daddy. All .of a sudden I saw Little 
Sheba ... she was lying in the middle of the field ... dead. · · · It 
made me cry, Doc. No one paid any attention ... I cried and 
cried. It made me feel so bad, Doc. That sweet little 
puppy ... her curly white fur all smeared with mud, and no one 
to stop and take care of her ... 

DOC Why couldn't you? 

LOLA I wanted to, but you wouldn't let me. You kept saying, "We 
can't stay here, honey; we gotta go on. We gotta go on." (Pause) 
Now, isn't that strange? 

In Picnic, after Hal leaves, hopping the train for Tulsa, Madge discovers what had 
been eluding her in her bedroom mirror. 
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MADGE (A wail of anguish) Oh, Mom, what can you do with the 
love you feel? Where is there you can take it? 

FLO (Beaten and defeated) I •.. I never found out. 

Bus Stop ends with Virgil and Grace coming to separate but similar conclusions 
about themselves. They have both been "left out in the cold." 

GRACE There'll be a bus to Kanz City in a few minutes. I'll put the 
sign out and they'll stop. 

VIRGIL No, thanks. No point a goin' back there. 

GRACE Then I'm sorry, mister, but you're just left out in the cold. 
(She carries a can of garbage out the rear door, leaving VIRGIL 
for the moment alone) 

VIRGIL (To himself) Well ... that's what happens to some people. 
(Quietly he picks up his guitar and goes out. GRACE comes back 
in, locks · the back door, snaps the wall switch, then yawns and 
stretches, then sees that the front door is locked. The sun outside 
is just high enough now to bring a dim light into the restaurant. 
GRACE stops at the rear door and casts her eyes tiredly over the 
establishment. One senses her aloneness. She sighs, then goes out 
the door. The curtain comes down on an empty stage) 

There is also a note of recognition and resignation at the end of The Dark at the 
Top of the Stairs. Cora is bracing herself to a new reality. 

CORA Every time I see the kids go out of the house, I worry ... like 
I was watching them go out into life, and they seem so young 
and helpless.c 

RUBIN But ya gotta let 'em go, Cora. Ya can't hold 'cm. 

CORA I've always felt I could give them life like a present, all 
wrapped in white, with every promise of happiness inside. 

RUBIN That ain't the way it works. 

CORA No. All I can promise them is life itself. (With this realization 
she gets off RUBIN'S lap) I'd better go to the kitchen and put 
the groceries away. 

In the Inge world of harsh realities invading private lives, escape is very 
important. His plays abound with the movement of buses and trains, with 
salesmen, bus cl.rivers and bums. 
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(A train whistle in the distance. MADGE listens) 

MADGE Whenever I hear that train coming to town, I always get a 
little feeling of excitement-· in here. (Hugging her stomach) 

MILLIE Whenever I hear it, I tell myself I'm going to get on it some 
day and go to New York. 

Doc and Dr. Lyman are alcoholics. Rosemary, Howard, Hal and Millie ease 
themselves with whiskey on the hot summer evening before the picnic. Another 
way out is Sammy Goldenbaum's suicide in The Dark at the Top of the Stairs. In 
the same play Rubin is discovering that he can no longer disappear into the 
wilderness of horses, harness and rough men. 

Small-town imaginations, in Inge, are fascinated by breaking out of the 
Plains into an outside of bright lights and happiness-the young want to go away 
to college; the old want to ride off into a passionate sunset. 

ROSEMARY (Grabs HOWARD'S arm) Look at that sunset, Howard! 

HOWARD Pretty, isn't it? 

ROSEMARY That's the most flaming sunset I ever did see. 

HOWARD If you painted it in a picture, no one'd believe you. 

ROSEMARY It's like the daytime didn't want to end, isn't it? 

HOWARD (Not fully aware of what she means) Oh-I don't know. 

ROSEMARY Like the daytime didn't wanta end, like it was gonna 
put up a big scrap and maybe set the world on fire-to keep the 
nighttime from treepin' on. 

An important way of escaping in the plays (and sometimes too of finding 
salvation) is in sex. The characters crave passion like a medicine to help forget 
reality. 

But Inge has a brighter side as well: moments of genuine humor and 
companionship. One always senses his tremendous sympathy for people. 
Ultimately, his plays arc about love-physical and spiritual-among men, 
between men and women, parents and their children. Each play ends with a 
couple together, with the clear if dubious chance that love will offer a better 
way to live. What he wrote about one play is true of much of his work, "And I 
felt also that maybe I was drawing a little on Christian theology to show 
something of the uniting effect human suffering can bring into our lives." 

In his best work, William Inge remained faithful to the human face of 
Kansas. He certainly had a strong feeling for his roots and the people he left 
here. Though his plays do not end on cheerful notes, he underscores the bravery 
of those who stay in Kansas, continue the struggle, face reality and endure. My 
favorite is Mrs. Potts. In the ruins of a seemingly hopeless life she has found 
wisdom, patience and a great tolerance. 
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FLO (Still watching MADGE in the distance) She's so young. There 
are so many things I meant to tell her, and never got around to it. 

MRS. POITS Let her learn them for herself, Flo. 

MRS. POTTS' MOTHER Helen! Helen! 

MRS. POITS Be patient, Mama. (Starts up the stairs to her back 
porch. FLO still stands in the gateway, watching in the distance) 



Inez Sculptress 
Janet Rose 

One of Kansas's most unusual and prolific artists is a sculptor in the tiny north 
central town of Portis. Inez Marshall owns and operates the Continental 
Sculpture Hall, one of the few buildings on Portis's wide, deserted Main Street. 
The Sculpture Hall contains over 450 pieces of her limestone sculpture and is 
described in the brochure as "The Only One of Its Kind in the World." 

Miss Marshall is a tall, sturdy woman with short, gray hair who wears 
cowboy boots and a white mechanics jumpsuit with "Inez Sculptress" written 
on the back. Her studio is a former gas station next door to the Continental 
Sculpture Hall. She works there daily (except holidays), carving with her special 
tools - bent screw drivers, meat cleavers and Bowie knives-to produce objects 
that sometimes weigh more than 600 pounds and often have moving parts. 

Currently she is working on a 1967 Harley Davidson, which she says will be 
wine- and cream-colored when finished and has a tire-valve cap that comes off, a 
headlight that screws in and out and water in the battery. She is also working to 
complete a commission for 100 miniature churches, some three-feet tall with 
electric lights and a congregation inside. Inez works with limestone, producing 
the large, detailed, representational pieces that she then paints with shiny 
enamels. 

Working under divine inspiration, she says she never knows how a thing is 
going to look until she starts carving and then she suddenly envisions it in full 
color. Most of her completed works are on display in the Continental Sculpture 
Hall, a large, white building profusely decorated with hand-lettered signs that 
welcome visitors. 

Visitors are also greeted by Inez's long-time friend Beulah Smith, who is 
caretaker of the Sculpture Hall and witness to one of the artist's miraculous 
recoveries (there have been several). Inez says that her right arm had been 
paralyzed from a shoulder injury and hung limp at her side. In her studio one 
day she says she heard a voice telling her to move the arm; she responded out 
loud, "1 can't." She h card the voice again, and this time she responded by lifting 
her arm waist high, at which Inez says the voice told her to move it higher. 
Raising her arm above her shoulder, she walked into the Sculpture Hall amazed 
and showed Beulah, who cried and later said it was "a miracle." Inez says the 
arm is now stronger than it ever had been before. 
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After she collects a small admission fee, Beulah summons Inez, who enters 
by a back door and prepares to give the guided tour. When the visitors enter, 
strategically placed lights give an immediate dramatic effect. 

Most of the pieces sit on a raised platform behind a railing, several plaques 
hang on the wall and others are freestanding. A lavish black table stands alone in 
the front of the room with three church pews facing it. 

Much of Inez's work, such as a portrait of Chief Red Cloud, has historical 
significance. One piece-a carved electric guitar-is a pun on rock music (perhaps 
unintended). Her humor can be seen in a miniature hospital with little doctors 
named "Dr. Joy, Dr. Feelgood, and Dr. Getwell," or in a piece depicting a 
stiff-looking Lincoln family sitting around a limestone chocolate cake that Inez 
is quick to point out "has one piece missing." Others, such as an eagle lamp and 
a bright blue carved Bicentennial pitcher and bowl decorated with red cherries, 
are more utilitarian. 

Many of her pieces are detailed replicas of things she is familiar with. The 
guitar has steel strings, is in perfect tune, she says, but is too heavy to hold. A 
1914 Model-T Roadster has a gas line, steering column, a differential and low 
and reverse gears. 

As she goes around the room, Inez recites a lively narration explaining how 
many hours each piece took to carve, its weight and what she considers 
important details and interesting sidelights. She points to each piece with her 
head held high. 

At the end of the approximately thirty-minute tour, Inez invites the visitors 
to take a seat in the church pews in front of the black table. She steps back and 
dims the lights, allowing a spotlight to illuminate the table, which has an inlaid 
glass top, four arms that look like branches reaching over the corners, and a 
decoration where they come together on the top. The piece resembles a shiny 
black basket with legs. When the room is quiet, she turns on a prerecorded 
narration of the intricate symbolism in the structure. 

The table is a memorial to John F. Kennedy, and has JFK half-dollars 
embedded under the glass top. The table is painted black with silver highlights, 
and the tape recording explains that the vines carved on it represent the evil that 
strangled the life of the late president. 

This is the last part of the tour. Visitors are now free to browse; however, 
taking pictures is not allowed in the Sculpture Hall. Outside in the I ob by, a sign 
hanging by a cardboard replica of Inez is the Sculpture Hall's guarantee of 
satisfaction. 

If you are not extremely delighted with this rare attraction, your 
money will be cheerfully refunded. 
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The Funeral 

After many snows I was home again. 
Time had whittled down to mere hills 
The great mountains of my childhood. 
Raging rivers I once swam trickled now 

like gentle streams. 
And the wide road curving on to China or 

Kansas City or perhaps Calcutta, 
Had withered to a crooked path of dust 
Ending abruptly at the county burying ground. 
Only the giant who was my father 

remained the same. 
A hundred strong men strained beneath his coffin 
When they bore him to his grave. 
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Gordon Parks, Whispers of Intimate Things, 1971. 

Lines for My Grandmother's Death 

Not all her passion spent, but most of it, 
Too little left to risk yet more disquiet, 
She lapsed into an idle mellowness, 
Spells of fever, and then to breathlessness. 

I remember the plumtree sap we pulled 
From the orchard bark and chewed in the mulled 
Sun. And seeing her bonnet advancing 
Through the high sunflowers, we would lie glancing 

Skyward as her voice broke over our flaws 
In judgment like a colloquial god. 
Then the old encroachment of physical laws: 
The continuity of memory flawed 

And that aspect of it somehow comic 
To grandchildren snickering in corners. 
We acknowledged that what was chronic 
Would conclude, and saw ourselves as mourners. 

Outside her high window the corporal 
Springtime moves thickly in dense grape arbor 
Where soft, pale tendrils riot in dull 
Affluence, doubling upon their own structure. 

Robert Greewood, Yale Review (Winter, 1957). 
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Conversations 
Jani N. Sherrard 

My husband was a farmer. But he could see beauty in the land. He 
could see the promise of the seed. Now he was no literary man, but he 
could almost make a poem out of a clod of dirt. 

Flosse Curtis, Manhattan 

In the spring and summer of 1975 I crisscrossed the state of Kansas talking with 
native Kansans about their values, cultural attitudes, biases, prejudices and 
dreams. This adventure was made possible by a grant funded by the Kansas 
Committee for the Humanities to University for Man in Manhattan. The 
project's title was "Kansans on Kansas: An Inquiry Into Values." 

Among the many people I visited were three distinguished artists-Sue Jean 
Covacevich of Winfield, Charles B. Rogers of Ellsworth and Robert N. Sudlow of 
Lawrence. These artists are all native Kansans. They have all taught and 
exhibited their work both nationally and internationally. In my conversations 
with them i was not so much interested in their professional pedigrees as I was in 
finding out how Kansas-the place where they were born, raised, educated, left 
for both short and long times, but always returned to-had influenced their lives 
and their work. And what wonderful tales they told! For each of them Kansas 
was not only their home, geography for their work, but a deep source of 
inspiration. After training in distinguished art schools, teaching and studying in 
Paris or Mexico, traveling, exhibiting and selling their work in many parts of the 
world, they all concurred that their roots in Kansas contributed in large measure 
to the 'heart' of their lives as artists. 

Sue Jean Covacevich welcomed me to her home for our interview with 
great warmth and energy. We sat outdoors in her garden with the sounds of a 
waterwheel tumbling water into a native-rock fish pond. The birds sang, huge 
shade trees cooled the afternoon sun; mobiles hung from the trees, paintings 
graced the outside garage walls and the fence surrounding her lawn. I asked Sue 
Jean about her feelings for Kansas. 

"I like to talk about Kansas," she said, "because Kansas is my home. I 
choose to live here because my roots are here. I travel a great deal. I've spent 
time in Europe and South America and more recently in Russia and Siberia. And 
I lived for twelve years in Mexico City and I enjoyed Mexico very much, but 
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Kansas is always a good place to come back to. I wouldn't trade any place in the 
world for Cowley County." 

"How does Kansas nourish your work as an artist?" 
"Well, I think perhaps it's the time, the beauty, it's the feeling of nature 

that I get from my garden and from the fields, from the creeks, from everything. 
Everything that is part of Kansas is a part of me and a part of my art, part of my 
philosophy. Art isn't a thing apart. When people say 'what is art?', I say, to me 
art is an affirmation of life and life is everywhere. So this is all part of my art 
and part of my living, it's all intertwined. I do go to New York each year and do 
all the galleries. Last September I went to New York and had a one-man show. It 
was all very delightful, with my daughter flying up from Washington and giving 
me a lovely. reception at the Plaza and the opening and all that. But there is such 
a great surge of energy about you in the city. There are so many ideas and you 
try to assimilate all of them. Then you come back to Kansas and in the quietness 
here I sort out my ideas, organize them and paint." 

"When did you first realize that you wanted to be an artist?" 
-_ "Well, I never really thought about it. When I was very small I found that I 

lik~ci to dr-aw. I think that the first decoration I ever did was drawing the old 
lady off of the Dutch Cleanser can and making a row of them around my room. 
My family thought that it was amazing. I read a great deal and in all the reading I 
did I'd come across artists. Then l had a very wonderful teacher as a child. She 
was a graduate of the Philadelphia Academy. She was very strange. Today we 
would call her rare. She was a Presbyterian minister's daughter, elderly and very 
academic. I think that I got my first ideas from her. And of course, I went to 
college and 'studied with Birger Sandzen in Lindsborg. This opened many doors 
and an appreciation for painting, books, sculpture· and also time. Lindsborg was 
just perfect. It was such a little town and there was plenty of time just to do art. 
From there I taught here in Winfield. Then I went to Mexico to paint, married 
and lived there twelve years. That is where my two daughters were born. While I 
was there I studied with Diego Rivera, who was the mural painter there. His idea 
of art was that it had both a social content and a political content, so this added 
to my understanding. Then I came back to Winfield and taught at Southwestern 
College, studied in Colorado and then went back to study in Mexico. And in 
between I reared my daughters and took them to Europe and painted a big 
historical mural at the Winfield bank. In studying for and painting the mural, I 
got involved in the history of Winfield and the Walnut Valley, which I found 
very interesting and very rich. Here again it was making my roots go a little 
deeper." 

The "big historical mural" that Sue J can refers to is called "The Story of 
Winfield" and is located in the First National Bank. It is very big, indeed-some 
800 square feet. Begun in 1952 and revised again in 1975 when the bank was 
expanded, Sue Jean, high up on scaffolding, did her painting during banking 
hours. I asked her what she found most interesting about this unusual task of 
translating the community's history into a painting on a huge wall in a public 
building while people were going in and out. 
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"Everybody was watching. Everybody had an idea. People were bringing 
me old pictures and things that they thought would relate to it. And this made it 
very interesting for me and for them. Funny things happened all the time. For 
instance, in the ·original painting, before the renovation, there was a 
transportation panel with a steam engine and a Model-T Ford. They had this 
Model-Tat the Ford place and I went down to look at it. They also had a picture 
of the people who originally owned it and said that I could use this picture. The 
man and woman who owned it were in the front seat. The woman wore a very 
pretty hat with flowers on it, sol painted it this way. One day an old lady came 
in to the bank. She wore a sun bonnet. She said that she wanted the mural 
changed. She had only worn the flowered hat the one time that they took the 
picture. 'I always wore a sun bonnet and I want a sun bonnet on my head.' 

"When I did the steam engine I kept seeing people come in and look at it. 
Someone finally motioned to me to come over and told me that I had the engine 
wrong. I had the bell ringing, the steam up and the brakes on and that's not 
right. They made a drawing of how I had to change it. I had to take the brakes 
off. 

"The whole mural is in three panels. The first is of the Texas longhorn 
cattle, which we had here in Winfield, and in the last one I put in a Hereford 
bull. That was the hardest thing I ever painted because the cattle men came in 
and would say, 'The brisket is too wide. You have to get it a little narrower. You 
have it too long.' Or, 'You have the testicles too far front!' So I'd move them 
back and then two farmers would come in and say, 'Look, I know my bull and 
you have them too far back.' Finally I asked the bank president, 'Couldn't I put 
a lot of grass in front of that bull? I'm tired of moving those testicles!' He said 
no so he got a couple of men to give me directions and I think the third time I 
got it! Throughout my painting there was always this thing going on with the 
involvement of the community. The bank liked this and so did I. It was fun." 

Sue Jean's house is filled with her work from basement to attic. Her 
paintings arc in oils, acrylics, watercolors; her sculpture in stone, plastic and 
steel; her collages in stained glass and mosaics. I asked her what kind of response 
Kansans had to her art and if they had a preference for a particular kind of work 
that she did. 

"Oh, yes. I do paint sunflowers-I have sunflowers all over everyplace-and 
wheat fields. Those .two are the ones that most people like." 

"Do you feel any need or desire to educate people, to broaden their taste in 
art?" 

"Having been a teacher some forty years of my life I think that that has 
been one of my most motivating things. I always said that if I ever wrote the 
story of my life I would call it 'a song in the wilderness'. A lot of the time when 
I would talk about art, people would think that I was way out, a 'weirdo'. I 
think that I was a hippie before hippies came in! But then art is usually about 
twenty years ahead of the times." · 

"Did you ever feel lonely knowing that people seemed not to understand 
what you were singing about?" 
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"Oh, yes ,of course, I've felt lonely, but that's part of the struggle. Without 
that you would never plumb the depths of life and find out what it is all about. I 
guess you could say art is like a religion with the trees being the columns of my 
church, the good earth the floor, the sky the ceiling and everything that is 
growing an affirmation of beauty and life." 

As our conversation drew to a close I asked Sue J can, whose Bfc had 
already been so rich and productive, if she had any goals that she wanted yet to 
accomplish. With her characteristic wit and seemingly endless bounty of energy 
she quipped, "Clean out the attic-maybe!" 

Robert Sudlow, professor of painting and sculpture at the University of Kansas, 
was born in Kansas, sixty miles from Lawrence. While he studied in Europe and 
California and has painted in many parts of the world, he calls Kansas home, and 
the small circuit around Lawrence one of the most inspiring places for him to 
work. 

"My identity is in Kansas. I guess it's a funny kind of love/hate 
relationship. I have to be in an area a long, long time 'til it becomes a natural 
thing for me. I suppose you find your own metaphors in the landscape because I 
go to a new place and I'm lost. I do painting, I paint everywhere, but I don't feel 
the paintings are personal statements. In the last few years I've done quite a bit 
of traveling and painting abroad and I've sold over there. It's been a good 
experience but it's not the kind of thing I get here. " 

"What is that quality of 'home' that Kansas has for you?" 
"Well, I suppose familiarity. I have my own circuit. I usually never go more 

than ten miles, throughout the same field, year after year, and I always find it 
renewed. There are several paintings here that I have worked on in this field, in 
this ditch, in this place for a good fifteen years. 

"I have recently been very tempted to go to western Kansas where it's 
really flat, absolutely elemental earth and sky, to do some painting. I go to 
California every summer. I drive out and generally in the spring I go through 
fantastic storms and I feel like I'm driving through an enormous painting. I guess 
partly it's because there is a rise in altitude and the sky meshes with the earth. I 
get out to California and find myself in the studio. A lot of times I work 
abstractly, just get big color fields going, and it almost invariably turns into a 
remembrance of that drive through Kansas-that earth-sky-thing." 

"What about the Kansas sky?" I asked. 
"In the last few years I've become more and more interested in the Kansas 

sky-space. My horizons have dropped lower and lower. I've got a number of 
canvases that are all sky. I'm more and more interested in the color of space, 
the veils of color, in a sense in the 'breathing space' of the sky. When a canvas 
works right, I sometimes feel that there's a breath of air from the painting and 
that there's air around the paint particles. I can't consciously get it. It just 
happens sometimes. I could never formulate it or set it up. I go out and abandon 
myself to the s~nsations and sometimes it works." 



Untitled. George Kren. 
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Robelit Sudlow 

F e.bftuCVLy, 19 7 6 
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Teaching is another · important part of Robert Sudlow's work. He 
sometimes takes his students out to his "circuit," to the fields and ditches that 
he has come to know and love over the years. I asked him why. 

"Well, I feel that there are primary realities that come direct that have been 
kind of lost. A lot of students have experienced things secondhand. Obviously 
with the communications systems we have today it is bound to happen. I feel 
that to get right out there in the naked stuff, to get mud in the shoes and feel 
the chill in the air, provides a kind of touchstone. 

"I have a class of twelve to fifteen landscape painters. Last week we went 
out four or five miles and sat on a hill. This country right now in the early spring 
is impossible. It's just absolutely tonal, the colors so close that they are imisible. 
But these kids sat up there, and they got paintings. Why, I've never seen 
anything quite like it. They were . completely unpremeditated and completely 
unlike what you'd say a typical landscape might be." · 

"Do you think this kind of work is easier to achieve in Kansas than in some 
other more populated, less rural area?" 

"I think it probably is. Kansas in particular is understated. I like to take 
students out here because there's not that 'subject' -a lighthouse or a mountain 
or something very picturesque-but there's space and there's the weather, which 
is always in flux. The things that are here are a kaleidoscope of change. Kansas is 
a microcosm. Everything is here, but it is secret. And the more secret it is, the. 
more precious it is.'' 

Charles B. Rogers was born in the High Plains country of Kansas just 
rock-throwing distance from buffalo wallows. Self-taught in his early years, 
which included designing his own etching press using gears from a farmer's cream 
separator, he went on to study, teach and paint in many parts of the United 
States. But like the other artists talked with, he came home to Kansas, where he 
continues to work at the Rogers House Museum-Gallery in Ellsworth. 

"I have always had a kind of soft spot for Kansas. I even like the weather. I 
like the terrific changes and the variety. 1 even think we have the most 
wonderful storms, tremendous skies, especially when you have severe weather 
li.Jce we have in June. Nowhere on earth are you going to find more wonderful 
skies. And skies have always been one of my better elements, I think. If you 
don't like skies and trees in Kansas, what are you going to do? You're a lost soul 
if you're an artist, right? So, I never did quit painting the prairies, even though I 
lived in California for seventeen years. Out there they called me "the Kansan" 
because whenever anyone would give me some guff about being a native Kansan, 
you know kind of a 'hick', my meanness would come out and I'd give it right 
back to them double-barrel!" 

I asked Charlie what it was about Kansas and its people that made him 
defend his native state so strongly. 

"I'm used to the kind of people that live here. I like them. They don't buy 
many pictures, but I like them anyway. They are straightforward and honest and 
they are not spoiled rotten to the core yet. They may be a little neurotic around 
the rim, but they have a ways to go before they get as deteriorated as some of 
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the other sections.· I· like the attitude of the people. They have stout spirits and 
they are genuine. l don't like pretenders and I don't like social-climbing 
situations. I . don't like the pretenses of the climbers who stomp on other 
people's back to get ahead. They are not my kind of people. I like Kansans. 

"People in this part of the world, · almost by necessity, are closer to the 
factual side of life. They are closer to the soul, to humanity, to themselves and 
maybe because of this they have a clearer meaning of what life is about as a 
whole. l wouldn't want to go out on a limb and say that this is universally 
true-you know we have • our share of idiots,· of damn fools-but as a . whole 
people in this part of the world are pretty sound. I like. them. I just wish that 
they would buy more of my paintings!" 

Making one's livelihood as an· artist is difficult, at best, and as we talked 
about· that aspect of his life, Charlie again turned to his rural roots to explain his 
feelings. 

"The career of the artist is a gamble. His whole life is a gamble. He gambles 
on the creating of the. thing and he gambles on getting anything from it. And in 
the end he's spent his life on one big gamble. The farmer and the artist are really 
in the same boat in a way. The farmer depends on the whims of weather and the 
artist depends on the whims of people." . 

"But would you trade it for any other kind of life?" 
"Personally, I would not. But I'm slow to advise young people to take it up 

because of the miseries involved. The whole crux of the matter is-are they 
willing to pay the price? And the price is pretty severe• You'lLdo thousands of 
hours of work for which you'll get no. compensation. You· have to know this and 
you have to be willing to accept it. And you have to be willing to do your best 
even though you know that you may never get a dime out of your la.hors. 

"Selling paintings is a different kind of business from anything on earth. 
It's not like selling hamburgers on the street corner. The people who come here 
come especially to see my work. I must admit that if I weren't well known, I'd 
starve to death here. I have p~ople come from as far as Kansas City and Topeka, 
and these people have bought enough things to keep me going and to make a 
living. I couldn't even pay my light bills off what trade I get from a thirty-mile 
radius. And so,just because after forty-seven years or so I am able to sell some 
paintings, I would be the last person on earth to encourage young people to 
spend twenty years learning how to· do something that there is a nebulous 
market for. I always have people coming in and saying, 'Oh, what about little 
Johnny. He can draw. this or that or draw a picture of you that looks just like 
you and he's never had a lesson!' I've heard that a thousand times. But I say, I'm 
really not so interested in little Johnny's talent as I am in whether or not he has 
any guts. And this shocks themJ But you see, I am convinced that if little 
Johnny doesn't have the tenacity of spirit to attack this thing wholeheartedly 
and stay with it when he's knocked down and then to get back up and fight it 
through to conclusion and even then be prepared for a nonlucrative life, he'd 
better turn to s~mething like selling beer." 

"Did you ever consider packing it in as an ~tist?" 
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"No, I did throw my paints irito the Hudson River, I must admit, but in 
about three weeks I got to itching all over and had to go buy some new 
materials. I decided a couple of times that it was too much for even a stout 
spirit. But, like I used to tell my students, actually it's sort of a disease. You 
contract it, you know-you're just bitten. You may even try to give it up, but if 
you're truly a creative spirit it keeps gnawing at you. This is one of the things I 
learned when I was manager of the Huntington Hartford Art Colony. The one 
thing that astonished me above all else was the things the artists were willing to 
go through to get their creative work done. And this spirit is what it takes. 
There's no substitute for it. If it is lacking you might as well go out and shoot 
craps or do something else for a living because you're not going to make out as a 
creative artist." 

"When did you first consider yourself an artist and how did you go about 
realizing your own goals in the face of the difficult odds you've just described?" 
I asked. 

"Honestly, I guess I didn't know any better. My father was talented and 
carved things out of wood when I was a kid. He drew pictures to keep us 
entertained during the blizzards. When I was in the sixth grade, I decided that I 
was going to become an artist. One of the disadvantages of living in this part of 
the world was that I had no place to see originals. I didn't know this piece from 
that or a bad from a good. I went · to the library in Great Bend and learned all I 
could. I built my own etching press when I was seventeen. I was self-taught for 
eight years. Then I got into an international exhibit before I ever h<J,d a lesson of 
any kind from anybody. 

"Then I came back to Kansas and became good friends with Sandzen for 
twenty-five years. He wanted me to come to Lindsborg for a degree so that I 
could teach. Since I had been hungry for several years, I thought that sounded 
like a good idea. So I got the degree and succeeded Sandzen at Bethany College 
when he retired. I taught ten years at the college level. That was one way of 
solving the problem of living as an artist. I liked certain phases of teaching. But if 
you want to be a good teacher, it takes a lot of your personal energies that you 
could spend on your own work. I decided for me, at least, that that sacrifice was 
not something I wanted to make. 

"I also used to think that it was important to discuss artistic matters with 
other people in your field. But when I was manager of the Huntington Hartford 
Art Colony I found out that this isn't what cooks the corn. Each individual artist 
is on his own. He has to plan it, create the thing; he has to bring it to fruition all 
by himself. If he has to have other people, he is a lost soul. Art is a unique 
individual process, and if it's going to be worth anything, it is its uniqueness that 
gives it its value." 

Charlie also had some interesting insights into the general question of art. 
and culture in Kansas. 

"People are always saying we're hicks from the sticks in Kansas. This isn't 
so today with all of the educational advantages, with all the books and the 
material that is in them. All the knowledge of the world is at your fmgertips if 
you have the gall and spirit to search it out. It is all a matter of proportions. The 
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people of Kansas could be stuffed into one section of the Los Angeles basin so 
when they say that there is a lack of culture in this part of the world, they are 
right. But there is a lack of culture in other parts of the country, and it is in the 
same proportions as it is here. The people who have culture and who are 
interested in fine art are a small proportion of the population. Anyone who 
thinks otherwise is deluding himself. 

"We have people interested in everything-Junior League, baseball, 
golf-things that society puts up tremendous prizes for. Golfers go out and shoot 
a good game and get $50,000 for it. If they would put up that kind of money 
for cultural things, we would have a renaissance because society gets what it 
demands of itself. A society that makes no more demand of itself than a baseball 
player, then that is what it will get. There is nothing wrong with a baseball 
player-especially if he can bat the ball over the fence. But intellectually, 
spiritually and morally society gets pretty much what it deserves." 

Another dimension of my "Kansans on Kansas" project included vmts to 
museums, both small and large, in a number of Kansas communities. Whether 
preserving an old sod house at the . Last Indian Raid Museum in Oberlin, 
transforming a bowling alley into a tribute to the Cherokee Run at the Cherokee 
Strip Museum in Arkansas City, or pulling together the artifacts and legend of 
Buffalo Bill Cody in the Ellsworth Museum, I found Kansans everywhere 
demonstrating a great appreciation for Kansas history and art. 

My conversations with some of the staff at the Wichita Art Museum, a 
municipal museum enhanced through private support, gave particular insight 
into the climate of the fine arts in Kansas, both for the artist and the public. 

I asked the staff members what they felt to be the particularly strong 
influences among Kansas artists. 

"A feeling for the land and expressing it in art has survived in Kansas and is 
still very strong. I think that's the dominant tradition in the arts in Kansas. 
There are lots of influences now that are being assimilated from the East and 
West coasts, and young students arc coming from other parts of the country to 
our universities. Art magazines and traveling are influences, but the essential 
Kansas artist is the John Steuart Curry painter-the person who celebrates the 
land." 

"What is it about the land, the space and the sky that compels people to 
celebrate it?" I asked. 

"Well, if you've listened to the conversations of Kansans, you know that 
they're obsessed with the weather. They talk an awful lot about it. A lot of 
television reporting time and the news is devoted to the weather. Kansas is a 
rural state and it has been forever. People are still conscious of the kind of 
irrational control that the elements have over them and that's one part of it. I 
think another part of it is that the Plains have an awesomeness comparable to 
that of the moµntains or the ocean. It is simply an image of vastness, something 
that is so overwhelming that it gives you so.rt of a sense of the grandeur of 
creation. 
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"The audience for which one can paint here if one wants t~ sell their work 
has to be within a certain kind of subject-matter range. A person has to be able 
to identify certain values. People, as they acquire more money and travel more 
and rise in the social hierarchy, become much more interested in the arts, but I 
think their real soul is still with that farmhouse and windmill. 

"This is reflected so much in what happens when we schedule an exhibition 
here at the museum." 

"Tell me about that." 
"Oh, boy, that can really be interesting, because often you have something 

that's artistically excellent which provides a real opportunity for people to see 
something that's going on in the art world in another part of the country. I think 
particularly of one we had a few years ago which was an exhibition of nudes. It 
was excellent work and not in any way could you have found them aesthetically 
offensive. But oh brother, we really had it! The telephone rang and it created a 
lot of interest. Anything beyond that scope of the subject matter of which we 
were speaking is a little suspect. I think most of the art institutions in Kansas do 
try to be educational in the sense that they hope to broaden the scope of the 
average museum goer. But it is slow-going and you do have to be very careful 
with people's sensibilities and their sense of taste and values. As we've said, this 
tends in Kansas to be a fairly small arena. I think you could say that that's been 
a hastening factor for more heads of art museums, and perhaps artists as well, to 
leave the state to go to other parts of the country because they have found this 
difficult. 

"One of our most popular exhibitions was the Andrew Wyeth exhibition. 
That brought people to the museum who would not have come for anything 
else. We had more attendance by the average citizen in Wichita than at any other 
time. 

"Another exhibition that compared was a recent gift of a collection of the 
work of Charles Russell, some sculpture and some paintings. Well, our 
telephones rang off the wall. They would ask you such things as, 'How do we get 
to the museum?' and you'd ask, 'Have you lived in Wichita long, or are you new 
to the city?' 'Oh, I've lived here for twenty years.' But this was the art to which 
they related and they wanted to see it. 

In my travels throughout the state many Kansans commented that much of 
their cultural enrichment came through television. I asked the museum staff 
what they felt to be the differences between the fine arts on television and live 
exposure to the original work, whether a painting or a symphony. 

"There have been times when television provokes a strong emotional or 
intellectual response for me, but I can't believe that it can ever be a reasonable 
substitute for the live arts. Television is like a translation of a foreign language. If 
you read Baudelaire's poetry in English, you get the idea, but the whole point of 
it was the artfulness of the language, and that disappears in the translation 
because you've simply stripped it of the medium in which the artifi~e was 
expressed in the first place. You look at a slide, a television image of a piece of 
sculpture, and you have a totally different medium from sculpture. So how ca.n 
you possibly say, 'Well, I've seen Michelangelo's David' just because you saw it 
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on television. You have no idea of the scale, you have no idea of the weight and 
mass, you have no idea of the feeling of the surface. Perhaps the only way in 
which television can be valuable is when that medium itself is developed as an art 
form. It cannot b<; trusted as a translator of other mediums. Certainly television 
can reach a lot of people with information about the great variety in the arts, 
but hopefully, it will also stimulate people to want more than the translation, to 
want more than a secondhand experience of the arts." 

"How do you go about interesting people in the fine arts, in stimulating 
their 'firsthand' support?" I asked. 

"Education always seems the right answer, but in reality and in practice it's 
much more difficult. The schools, of course, do not put a great deal of emphasis 
upon the fine arts, and for a museum to try to fill that void is almost impossible, 
but we do what we can. I think that all elementary school teachers are required 
to take one or two classes in art, but most of them have no idea about the 
history of art. Their understanding and appreciation may be very limited. Their 
purpose in bringing students to the museum may simply be to expose the 
children to a civic institution. They leave any kind of teaching of art 
appreciation to us, and, of course, we })ave only a forty-five-minute tour where 
we run kids through a building. They have a good time and they are delighted 
because it may be the first time they've been to an art museum, and it is kind of 
exciting to see all of these wonderful objects gathered together in one place. But 
then they go back to the classroom, where there may be no discussion or no 
project, and the experience will be forgotten. You can never accomplish 
anything in education unless it's an in-depth experience, something which 
continues beyond one day or one year, and that's very hard to build. 

"Another problem we face is that the ec·onomic pinch is being felt 
everywhere. I think that if anything has to be played down in the school system, 
it would be the arts. The arts, not only in Kansas but in the whole United States, 
have always been regarded as a kind of frill, something that comes after all of the 
necessary things are taken care of. Art is not part of the central core of the 
cultural but is peripheral, always. 

"Perhaps a concrete illustration of this attitude is the challenge we face 
here at the Wichita Art Museum right now. We're about to begin a building 
project, a major expansion of this museum. There's a lot of strong feeling about 
whether or not the taxpayer of the city of Wichita really feels that three and 
one-half million dollars of tax money should be spent for 'the frills' we were 
talking about. There's been a great deal of expression of attitud~s, both pro and 
con." 

"What reasons do people give for not wanting to spend public funds on a 
museum? And from your experience, what accounts for these attitudes?" 

"Well, a lot of the resistance comes from people who have never been here. 
Others who do come, look at some of the objects and the objects have no 
apparent useful.ness; they have no apparent meaning. They simply seem to be 
things that belong to rich people. And so they: have no personal sense of the art 
object's significance for their own lives. 
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"Some people feel very uncomfortable in a museum. It's almost the same 
kind of feeling as if they were asked to go and curtsy before the Queen of 
England. They're afraid of their lack of knowledge, they're afraid of all kinds of 
social connotations of art and museum and they just won't let themselves relax 
and look, because they just don't feel it's where they belong. 

"When you tell people that you work at a museum, somehow that 
impresses them because 'museum' sounds so esoteric. But they also wonder 
perhaps if you aren't some sort of snob, you know, some sort of useless parasite 
in the community and that we might very well do without a museum." 

"What is your answer to that, what is your answer to, 'Oh, art is a frill'?" I 
asked. 

"Having been involved with art for so long, I don't think life would be 
worth living without art. Everything that is done with style is an art form. Liv:tng 
is an art form and if we don't cultivate any style in our living then there's just no 
point." 

Perhaps Helen Gross, Executive Director of the Manhattan Arts Council, 
summed up best Kansans' feeling for and expression of the arts when I asked for 
her comments on the place of the fine arts in Kansas. 

"Art is not a frill and I think that the people who are saying that are not 
really tuned in to the actual people who are out there-like the farmer's wife 
who gets up at 5: 30 in the morning so she can get everything done to take the 
8:30 bus to go see the Chinese Exhibition (the Chinese Exhibition was hosted by 
the Nelson Gallery in Kansas City, Missouri, in the spring of 197 5). Kansas has 
its roots in a frontier tradition to a greater extent than a lot of other places. And 
if you've participated in a frontier experience it leaves you with not scars, 
exactly, but some kind of a drive and a push, a lack of self-satisfaction. 

"Kansans had to go through a period when they had to put in the wheat 
crop before going to the circus or crocheting. But I absolutely don't believe that 
life has ever been so plain in Kansas that people forgot about the arts. A person 
would sit in a sod house and do crocheting. It was not because she didn't have 
anything else to do; it was because she wanted something beautiful in her sod 
house. The need in all of us is to add something to our lives besides just survival. 
Making a living is just survival, but who wants to just limit themselves to that? 
We need the other thing-we need the arts to make it beautiful." 


