






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT IN SOUTH CENTRAL KANSAS 

county) in September, 1888.50 In the same year the Conway Springs 
(Sumner county)) factory began processing 150 tons of cane daily.51 

In the western part of the area the citizens of Pratt voted $100,000 for 
the erection of the Pratt Sugar Refining Company in December, 1889.52 

One of the largest and best equipped sorghum sugar factories in the 
United States was located at Medicine Lodge (Barber county). After 
much agitation from local farmers, construction got under way on The 
Medicine Lodge Sugar Works and Refining Company plant in the 
spring of 1887. Mr. Percy S. Miller, the historian of Medicine Lodge, 
describes this plant in some detail as follows: 

The main building was forty-eight by one-hundred sixty feet, three stories high. 
The boiler and pumping house was fifty by ninety feet, fire proof, and iron 
clad •••• A large office and laboratory was maintained; also, a copper shop and 
a syrup cistern with a capacity of a million gallons. The cost of the plant was 
one hundred thousand dollars, the city putting up thirty-three thousand in order 
to secure the mill. The water supply came from a seven acre lake supplied by an 
irrigation ditch from Elm Creek. 53 

In 1890 the mill had 60 employees and processed 5,972 tons of cane into 
599,893 pounds of sugar and 54,208 gallons of molasses; profits 
amounted to $8,906.14. In the same year 1,500 acres of cane were grown 
by farmers on a contract basis and delivered to the mill, that usually 
commenced operations in August and ran for about eight weeks. State 
bounties received by the Medicine Lodge factory amounted to $11,-
997.86 in 1890 and $3,987.00 in 1892.54 

Misfortune plagued the sorghum sugar industry from the beginning. 
Suitable markets were difficult to find partly because consumers dis· 
liked the sorghum taste of the sugar and partly because the price was 
often high in relation to cane sugar. There were also many production 
problems. Unfavorable crop conditions sometimes made it difficult to 
get enough canes to keep the factories running. Much coal for fuel was 
needed, and production was sometimes held up by delayed shipments. 
Poor management, inadequate capital, faulty machinery, scarcity of 
skilled sugar makers, and danger of total destruction by fire were 

GO Kansas Farmer (Topeka), September 20, 1888, p. 11. 
61 Mechem, op. cit., p. 65. 
G.2 Ibid., p. 83. 
113 Percy S. Miller, op. cit., pp. 51-52. 

1 54 Kansas State Board of Agriculture, Seventh Biennial Report, 1889-1890, pp. 135-14 ; 
Eighth Biennial Report, 1891-1892, p. 243. 
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other handicaps. The chief difficulty lay in the fact that the percentage 
of sugar in the sap of the sorghum plant was far below that in the sap of 
sugar cane. With government funds at their disposal, chemists experi­
mented with different varieties of sorghum and different extraction 
processes in an effort to increase the sugar yield. In 1885 a. new process, 
known as the "Diffusion Process," was said to extract the entire sugar 
product of the sorghum cane in a successful and a cheap manner. While 
yields per ton of sorghum cane increased from about 35 to 100 pounds 
of sugar between 1883 and 1890, the product was still not competitive 
with cane sugar.55 To compound the difficulties, experiments were 
made in Kansas wth beet sugar in 1889 and 1890, and beets were found 
to have a higher percentage of sucrose than sorghum. 56 

Most of the area factories were in operation for only a few years 
before they were forced to close. In May of 1890, the El Dorado factory, 
that had originally cost $50,000, was sold at a sheriff's sale for $1,000. 
Outside the area the factories at Topeka and Ness City were destroyed 
by fire. The Medicine Lodge factory was sold at public auction for 
$40,000 in March, 1892, but it continued operations on a reduced scale 
for two or three years. 57 The removal of state and federal bounties in 
1894 struck a death blow to the industry, but by that time the Medicine 
Lodge plant was the only one operating in the state. 

Silk Boomlet 

In addition to sorghum sugar, other experiments attempted to com­
bine processing or manufacturing with the cultivation of new crops. 
One of these was the cultivation of castor beans and the production of 
castor oil. Another combined the growing of broomcorn with the manu­
facture of whisk brooms.58 

Of some importance for a time was another combining the grow­
ing of mulberry trees with the culture of silkworms and the spinning 
and the weaving of silk cloth. The commercial production of silk in 
Kansas dates back to 1868, when a Frenchman named Ernest Valeton ---ti! Mechem, op. cit., p. 92. 

00 1dem. 
~Ibid., pp. 104, 108, 109, 136, 185. 
tsHowcs, op. cit., p. 202; Kirke Mechem (ed.), Tht: Annals of Kansas, August 1, 1898, 

p. 275. 
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de Boissiere established a socialist colony at Silkville (Franklin county) 
of silkworm experts and farm operators from France. About six years 
later the Mennonites brought silkworms, together with hard red 
Turkey wheat, from southern Russia to their new home in central 
Kansas. The silkworms were fed on the leaves of Osage Orange trees, 
and some silk was produced.59 

Although successful for a time, both experiments were later aban­
doned, and not until the mid-eighties was an attempt made to revive the 
silk industry. In 1885 the legislature appointed a special commission to 
study the silk industry of Kansas and to determine whether it needed 
state aid. After making a thorough investigation, the commission 
reported that the production of raw silk could be made into one of the 
largest farm enterprises in the state. Since farmers were finding it 
difficult to obtain silkworms and mulberry seed, it was decided to 
establish a state experimental farm, where mulberry seedlings and 
silkworms could be grown for distribution to interested farmers. 60 

After the legislature appropriated $13,000 for such a project in 1887, 
the Silk Commission began to look for a likely location for an experi· 
mental farm. Several area towns were interested in the farm, and it 
was reported that Larned, Peabody, Hutchinson, Newton, and McPher· 
son all wanted the silk station.61 Larned was first selected; but, after 
negotiations for land there broke down, Peabody offered the state ten 
acres of land and secured the station. In January of 1889 a correspond· 
ent wrote to the Wichita Eagle, "I recently visited the silk station at 
Peabody. They have ten acres of mulberry of two years growth in a 
thrifty condition, forty ounces of eggs of the yellow variety of silk 
worms well cared for .... As far as I can see they have made a success 
of growing and reeling silk. "62 

For a time area newspapers gave the industry enthusiastic support, 
and a number of farmers planted mulberry trees and raised silkworms. 
One man wrote that "the people are longing impatiently to engage in 
this light and pleasant calling. "63 In 1886 hundreds of women and 

69 Howes, op. cit., pp. 202-203. 
00 Ibid., p. 204. 
61 Mechem, op. cit., p. 35. 
62 Wichita Morning Eagle, January 9, 1889 ("Kansas in the Cabinet"). 
ea Wichita Morning Eagle, July 26, 1888 (H. E. Birwell, "Silk Culture"). 
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children were said to be engaged in the silk cocoon industry in Marion, 
Harvey, Sedgwick, and Reno counties.64 Silk culturists met at Wichita 
in April of 1889 and it was reported that Kansas had raised one .fifth of 
the country's cocoons in 1888.65 

Although Kansas produced high quality silk, it was difficult to keep 
the worms alive during the cold winter months. Moreover, much labor 
was required, and it soon became apparent that the Chinese and the 
Japanese could produce silk much more cheaply than Kansas people. 
Although the legislature of 1889 appropriated $9,700 "for silk culture 
and forestry work," succeeding legislatures failed to continue the sup­
port, and the industry was gradually abandoned.66 

Mining Boom 

Natural Gas Boom 

Closely linked with other phases of the boom was the mining boom. 
The growth of towns, railroads, and manufacturing industries created 
a demand for cheaper sources of fuel, power, and illumination. There 
was dawning a new industrial era which demanded coal to raise steam 
under boilers in industrial establishments or railroad locomotives, and 
petroleum, and natural gas to generate power and heat and to illum­
inate homes, shops, and factories. One area resident drew attention to 
this need when he wrote, "The cost of running machinery by steam 
power is so great that unless a cheaper power can be successfully sub­
stituted Kansas must ever remain but an agricultural state."67 

The inhabitants of eastern Kansas first tapped the cheaper sources 
of fuel, power, and illumination that lay hidden in the bowels of the 
earth. Coal was discovered in northeastern Kansas during the Territor­
ial period, and after the Civil War the important mining district of 
southeastern Kansas began the commercial development of coal, lead, 
and zinc. 68 In the search for coal, gas and oil were discovered. The first 
commercial gas wells were drilled near Paola in 1882 and 1883; the ---114.Mechcm, op. cit., p. 173. 

es Ibid., p. 76. 
00 

Howes, op. cit., p. 205. 
67 

Wichita Morning Eagle, May 28, 1886 ("Cheaper Power Demanded"). 
tl8 Blackmar, op. cit., Vol. I, pp. 376-380. 
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following year Paola achieved the distinction of being the first Kansas 
town to have gas lights.69 

Real-estate speculators soon realized the potentialities of natural 
gas. As a cheap illuminant, it could light the streets, homes, and business 
establishments of the community. As a cheap source of fuel and power, 
it could generate a gas fired industrial boom. The possibilities were 
unlimited. The boom might be prolonged indefinitely. Ambitious town 
boosters began drilling holes in the ground in search of coal, oil, and 
especially natural gas. In October of 1887 the Wichita Eagle com­
mented upon "The mania for boring into the earth for natural gas that 
has pervaded the country for some time .•.. "70 

Salt Boom 

The curious thing is that salt was discovered in the search for natural 
gas. On September 27, 1887, a 300-foot vein of high quality rock salt 
was discovered in south Hutchinson by Ben Blanchard.71 A real estate 
speculator by profession, Blanchard had been having difficulty selling 
his property in south Hutchinson. While drilling for gas as an induce­
ment to emigrants, he discovered salt. 72 

Other area towns had a similar experience. Natural gas prospectors 
at Anthony found rock salt in May, 1888, 73 and in August of the same 
year a Kingman company discovered salt while drilling for gas.74 

Lyons, Great Bend, Pratt, Nickerson, Sterling, Caldwell, and Welling­
ton were other area towns where salt was discovered in the search for 
gas, oil, or coal in 1887 and 1888.75 Salt discoveries were made outside 
the area at the towns of Ellsworth, Kanopolis, Rago, and Wilson.76 

Unsuccessful wells were drilled in the area counties of McPherson, 
Harvey, and Sedgwick. These counties lay beyond the great rock salt 
deposits of central Kansas which are embraced in the territory included 

69 Angelo Scott, "How Natural Gas Came to Kansas," The Kansas Historical Quarterly, Vol. 
XXI, No. 4, Winter, 1954, pp. 238-239. 

70 Wichita Morning Eagle, October 29, 1887 ("Natural Gas Theories"). 
71 Mechem, op. cit., p. 42. 
72 Carl R. Zerger, "Historical Notes on Kansas Salt," Unpublished Master's thesis, University 

of Kansas, Lawrence, August, 1945, p. 82. 
73 Mechem, op. cit., p. 61. 
7
' Lowe, op. cit., p. 18. 

711 Douglas, op. cit., p. 176. 
79 Robert Hay, "Geology and Mineral Resources of Kansas," Eighth Biennial Report, 1891· 

1892. Kansas State Board of Agriculture, p. 139. 
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in the counties of Ellsworth, Rice, Reno, Kingman, and Harper.77 

Geologists have estimated that if the salt supply of this territory "were 
built into a solid prism S miles square, the prism would reach to a 
height of 23 miles-about four times higher than Mount Everest, the 
highest known mountain in the world."78 

While these were the first large scale salt developments in the area, 
two earlier ventures merit brief mention. Salt produced from Big 
Marsh in Stafford county was marketed in the surrounding area as 
early as 1867, but the venture was not a financial success. Another salt 
marsh was discovered ten miles south of Raymond in Rice county in 
1875. A company was formed in Hutchinson to develop the mineral by 
pumping brine to the Santa Fe station at Raymond. The project was 
later abandoned when the brine proved too weak to make evaporation 
profitable. 79 

After the discovery of 1887, the mining of salt soon reached boom 
proportions, and it remained for a later generation to develop the more 
lucrative oil and gas resources of the area. 

Although Hutchinson was destined to become the salt capital of 
Kansas, other area towns were in the running for a time. Kingman was 
one town that pinned its hopes to salt. Within two years from the dis­
covery of a 150-foot vein of rock salt on August 19, 1887, the town had 
six salt companies and many more unincorporated companies with an 
estimated capital investment of $100,000. There was so much activity in 
the town that the Wichita Eagle was led to remark: "In Kansas Corn 
is King, Sugar and Silk rival for Queenship, Salt is Jack and Kingman 
holds the Joker."80 The salt discovery prolonged the boom for a time, 
for Lowe writes that "People moved to Kingman to share the benefits 
of the salt discovery. Additions to the town were laid out. Fairly large 
sections of the town were built around the shafts and evaporating 
Plants. To connect the sections of the town a street car line was 
started. "81 --• 

77 Frank Vincent, "History of Salt Discovery and Production in Kansas, 1887-1915," Collec· 
110ns of the Kansfl! State Historical Society, 1915-1918,. Vol. XIV, p. 358. · 

78 Howes, op. cit., p. 143. 
=Zerger, op. cit., pp. 50, 81-82. 

Ibid., pp. 73-74. 
81 Lowe, op. cit., p. 22. 
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In Wellington eight salt mining companies had been organized by 
January 10, 1889, and a local newspaper declared, "The grandest era 
in Wellington's history is just dawning. The discovery of an immense 
vein of salt at a depth which makes it easily accessible has interested 
everyone and enlisted the attention of capitalists."82 During this period 
salt was also mined and processed on a commercial basis at Anthony 
and Sterling.83 

The infant salt industry was dealt a heavy blow by the depression 
after 1887. Most of the companies were in operation for only a few 
years before they were forced to close. At one time or another nine 
area towns produced salt; but only two, Lyons and Hutchinson, 
developed lasting salt industries.84 

Hutchinson, The Salt Capital 

Hutchinson's leadership in the salt industry can be attributed to 
several factors. In the first place, salt was reached at a depth of about 
500 feet at Hutchinson, whereas deeper wells generally had to be 
drilled elsewhere in the area. Secondly, the town had an abundant 
water supply that was of vital importance in the wet mining process. 
This process called for the boring of holes to the bottom of the salt bed, 
pouring water into the holes, pumping the saturated solution to the 
surface, and extracting the salt by boiling and evaporation. 85 Thirdly 
Hutchinson had certain advantages that any large town had over 
smaller towns in the development of a major resource. These included 
superior railroad facilities and more adequate supplies of capital, labor, 
and managerial talent. Moreover, three local packing plants were of 
some importance as they were heavy users of salt. On the other hand, 
local citizens lacked adequate capital and technical knowledge to 
develop the industry. 

Eastern capital and know-how.-Necessary outside assistance was 
soon forthcoming. Within a month from Ben Blanchard's discovery, 
Dr. Gouinlock, a salt manufacturer from Warsaw, New York, arrived 
in Hutchinson and began putting down a salt well. He and his partner, 

82 Wichita Morning Eagle, January 17, 1889. 
83 Vincent, op. cit., pp. 370·371. 
8' Zerger, op. cit., p. 80. 
815 Hay, op. cit., pp. 139·140. 
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Mr. Humphrey, produced the first salt on March 24, 1888.86 The 
industry attracted other eastern capitalists, the most notable of whom 
was Jay Gould, the railroad magnate. In 1890 he bought a salt plant 
and property near the Missouri Pacific railroad in south Hutchinson to 
protect the freight traffic of this railroad. 87 One Populist newspaper in 
the area remarked, "Since Gould has secured control of the Hutchinson 
Salt Works it is reasonable to presume that his victims will be well 
seasoned hereafter."88 

Mushroom growth characterized the Hutchinson salt industry in 
the early years. Within one year from the date of discovery, 13 plants 
had been erected. They represented an aggregate investment of about 
$600,000 and an annual production of 900,000 barrels.89 Corporation 
charter records provide another measure of growth. Since 1886, a total 
of 75 companies have been incorporated to manufacture Kansas salt. 
Of this total, 30 were Hutchinson companies, and 36 were organized in 
the 6-year period from 1887 to 1892.90 

Michigan rival.-Although they enjoyed certain advantages over 
their rivals in neighboring towns, Hutchinson salt producers were at 
a serious disadvantage in competing with out-of-state producers. The 
salt producers of Michigan, who were the chief rivals, had an association 
using its power to secure lower freight rates from the railroads of the 
Midwest than those paid by Hutchinson salt producers. Vigorous com­
plaints were made against this discriminatory rate structure. The 
Hutchinson producers in May of 1891 asked the Interstate Commerce 
Commission for protection against unfair railroad rates, pointing out 
that the rates then in force virtually shut Kansas salt out of Iowa, Mis­
souri, and Nebraska. In May of 1892, the Hutchinson Salt Company 
complained that low salt rates from Michigan to Kansas were unfair.91 

The market for Hutchinson salt was thus restricted by discrimina­
tory freight rates. Moreover, the industry was plagued by such problems 
as experience, cost of production, selling and oversupply. The over---

8'3 Vincent, op. cit., p. 360. 
81 lbid., p. 361. 
Bil Industrial Free Press (Winfield), December 26, 1890. 
88 Vincent, op. cit., p. 372. 
90 Zerger, op. cit., pp. 65, 85. 
91 Mechem, op. cit., pp. 120, 136. 
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supply problem was especially acute. With a dozen or more producers 
in the field and a limited market to supply, more salt was produced 
than could be absorbed by the market at a profitable price. 

Pools and mergers.-To remedy this situation, a meeting of salt 
producers was called at Hutchinson in the early nineties. Twenty-one 
men representing companies from Hutchinson, Sterling, Wellington, 
and Kingman were present. Frank Vincent, one of the pioneer salt 
producers of Hutchinson, attended. He later recalled, "The proposition 
to be discussed was the curtailing of production at least one-half. It 
soon developed that not one producer was willing to curtail his produc­
tion a single barrel, but was strongly of the opinion that his competitor 
should." Vincent also observed, "the meeting was not of the 'peace and 
harmony' kind. Some of the language used during the discussion was 
not of a Christian type, nor would it look good in print."92 

Meanwhile, a more effective way was discovered to restrict output 
and insure profitable operations. Instead of a loose pooling agreement, 
companies began to merge or amalgamate by the outright purchase of 
one organization by another. Competition thus gave way to a condi­
tion approaching monopoly, as was the case with so many industries in 
the late nineteenth century. The consolidation movement began in 
August of 1890 with the merger of Gouinlock & Humphrey and the 
Riverside Salt Company. The new company was called the Kansas Salt 
Company in March of 1891 the Gould plants were merged with the 
Hutchinson Salt and Manufacturing Company. The two giants com· 
peted vigorously with one another for several years, but in May of 1899 
they joined forces in a new company known as the Hutchinson-Kansas 
Salt Company.93 Zerger says that 16 plants operated in Hutchinson in 
1899. "Of these, nine mills were dominated by the Hutchinson-Kansas 
Salt Company and these were designated as the 'trust' group. The 
remainder were the property of independent producers."94 

At the same time that mergers were taking place among local com· 
panies, steps were being taken to effect a marriage between the Michi· 
gan and Kansas salt industries. Officers of the Michigan Salt Associa· 

02 Vincent, op. cit., p. 375. 
93 lhid., pp. 361-362. 
°'Zerger, op. cit., p. 87. 
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tion had shown an interest in the Hutchinson field as early as 1888, 
but because of the chaotic state of the industry, they decided it was an 
inopportune time to participate in the manufacture of Kansas salt. This 
decision was not adhered to for long, however. In 1891, Joy Morton, 
a member of a prominent Michigan salt family, became active in the 
Hutchinson salt industry. He operated the Diamond Salt Plant under 
a lease from 1891 to 1893 and as full owner from 1893 to 1897. In the 
latter year he expanded his operations by building a large salt plant in 
South Hutchinson.95 

All of the earlier consolidations were dwarfed on January 1, 1900, 
when an eastern syndicate purchased all the stock, interests, and plants 
of the Hutchinson-Kansas Salt Company and merged them with the 
Morton plants. Joy Morton was the prime mover in this consolidation 
and became president of the new company known as the Morton Salt 
Company; the general office moved from Hutchinson to Chicago, 
Illinois.96 

Not all of the Hutchinson salt companies came under the domina­
tion of the Morton interests. Several independent companies managed 
to survive the period of cutthroat competition, merger, and depression. 
Two of these of considerable importance to the present day are the 
Barton Salt Company, organized in 1892, and the Carey Salt Company, 
organized in 1901. 97 

The freight rate problem was remedied by linking the two great salt 
fields of the Midwest. Soon after Joy Morton entered the Hutchinson 
industry, freight rates were adjusted more favorably for Kansas pro­
ducers. Douglas described the circumstances under which this adjust~ 
.tnent was e.ff ected as follows: 

It is generally understood that the concessions were secured by Mr. [Joy] Morton 
through his brother, Paul Morton, then traffic manager of the Santa Fe railway, 
hut this cannot be definitely confirmed. The fact remains that the Santa Fe made 
the first concession, and a general advantage of rates resulted to the Kansas 
Plants.DB ---· 95 Vincent, op. cit., pp. 359-362. 

98 
Ibid., p. 361. 

117 
Zerger, op. cit., p. 88. 

98
Douglas, op. cit., p. 178. · 
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The market for salt was thus expanded, and by 1910 Kansas salt was 
distributed anywhere to the west of the Mississippi river.99 

With the removal of major bottlenecks, the salt industry expanded 
and production figures mounted. This is indicated by Table 10 showing 
production, price, and value statistics of Kansas factories by 2-year 
periods from 1889 to 1905. From 1888-1907 Kansas produced between 
8 and 10 per cent of the nation's salt. We shall see in a later volume 
in this series that the percentage rose appreciably in later decades. 

Gypsum Boom 
It has been pointed out that the greatest reserves of easily accessible 

gypsum in Kansas are found in Barber and Comanche counties. Not 
until the boom years of the late eighties, however, was this mineral 
resource developed on a commercial basis. As in the case of salt, 
the resource remained untouched until outside capital and technical 
skill were forthcoming. 

There are two accounts of the pioneer gypsum venture at Medicine 
Lodge. According to Mr. Percy S. Miller, 

In 1887 Thomas J. Best arrived in the United States from England to look ov.er 
the gypsum beds. After inspecting the beds in Michigan, Kansas, and Califorrua, 
he decided on Medicine Lodge as the best location. Mr. Best returned to Eng· 
land and in 1889, with his brother, W. C. Best, came to Medicine Lodge and 
started the gypsum ·mill. The Santa Fe Railroad had offices in London that 
helped advertise the great gypsum beds of the West, and that was where Mr. 
Best first heard of the locality .100 

Table 10 
Salt Production, Average Price Received, and Value of Product by Two-Year Periods, Kansas, 

1889-1905 

Barrels Average 
Year (280 lbs.) pr Jee Value 

1889 450,000 $0.45 $202,500 
1891 855,536 .36 304,775 
1893 1,277,180 .37 471,543 
1895 1,341,617 .36 483,701 

1897 1,224,980 .34 417,626 
1899 2,172,000 .35 760,200 
1901 1,271,015 .60 762,609 
1903 1,455,582 .50 800,731 
1905 2,123,109 .39 837,739 

Source: Richard L. Douglas, "A History of Manufactures in the Kansas District," Collections of the Kans41 
S11te Historfral Society, 1909-1910, Vol. XI, p. 181. 

99 ldem. 
100 Percy S. Miller, op. cit., pp. 54-55. 

[228] 



AN ECONOMIC HISTORY 

Another account, written by Mr. Robert Hay, a geologist, says that 
capitalists in England learned of the gypsum beds in· Barber county 
through an article in Harper's Magazine in June, 1888, describing these 
beds. Hay writes that these English capitalists "came and examined 
the Barber county deposit, and seeing the quality of the raw material, 
its extent and accessibility, they began, at Medicine Lodge, the manu­
facture of products that before were supposed impossible out of Eng­
land or France."101 Although these authorities differ regarding the 
sourc.e of information, they agree that the Best brothers first developed 
the gypsum beds of Barber county. 

The mill at Medicine Lodge constructed in the latter part of 1889 
started to produce in 1890. Gypsum was mined or quarried from the 
great hills to the southwest of town and hauled about five miles by ox 
cart and mules to the mill. Miller says, "From 1890 to 1900 the mill did 
not have much business and only employed six to eight men."102 This 
was due partly to competition from foreign countries, partly to high 
freight rates, and partly to competition from gypsum beds in Texas. 
After a time, however, the high quality product of the Medicine Lodge 
mill acquired a reputation among builders in eastern cities. The chief 
product of the mill was a .fine white plaster known as Keene's cement. 
Business expanded after Thomas J. Best secured a contract to fur­
nish gypsum to a Irish contractor in St. Louis; according to Miller, 
The Best brothers' gypsum was so good a product that they could undersell the 
foreign material, and had the advantage of the short distance to St. Louis;. The 
~t. Louis contractor built fifty per cent of the fine buildings of St. Louis, includ­
ing the Union Station and Jefferson Memorial, with Medicine Lodge gypsum. 
This one contract made the Best brothers' mill one of the greatest in the world.10a 

Although raw gypsum was secured from the Medicine Lodge area 
for a number of years, the beds were gradually depleted. By 1907 it was 
necessary to go farther afield to secure the mineral, and in 1920 the 
tnines moved to Sun City, about 25 miles northwest of Medicine 
Lodge.104 

The mill remained at Medicine Lodge, however, and over the years 
expanded its operations. In 1928 John Best merged his company with ---101 Hay, op. cit., p. 143. 

102 Percy S. ·Miller; op. cit., p. · 55. 
103 Ihid., p. 56. 
104 Ihid., p. 55. 
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the National Gypsum Company and became a vice-president of the 
company. The building boom after World War II found existing capa­
city inadequate, and in 1951 the National Gypsum Company completed 
a $4,000,000 wallboard plant at Medicine Lodge. In that year the plant 
employed some 250 persons, paid wages and salaries amounting to 
$18,000 a week, and spent $3,500,000 annually for other goods and ser­
vices.105 In addition to wallboard, gypsum is used for plastering in the 
best buildings and in the manufacture of plaster of Paris, cement, tooth 

·pastes, powder, and other commercial products. 
Gypsum was also mined and manufactured at Mulvane in Sedgwick 

county. The American Cement Plaster Company, organized at Law­
rence, Kansas, in 1898, opened its mill at Mulvane the following year. 
The subsequent history of this concern has not been investigated, but 
apparently it was in operation only a few years.106 

lOl5National Gypsum Co., "Dedicates Medicine Lodge Wallboard Plant," Kansas Business 
Magazine, November, 1951, pp. 56-58. 

108 Douglas, op. cit., pp. 183-184. 
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Section XII 

COLLAPSE OF THE BOOM 

The most of us crossed the Mississippi or the Missouri with no money, but with 
a vast wealth of hope and courage ..•. Haste to get rich has made us borrowers, 
and the borrower has made booms, and booms made men wild, and Kansas be­
came a vast insane asylum covering over 80,000 square miles. Allah be praised, 
the season of insanity is over I Common sense has returned and become a resident 
of Kansas. We had our spree, our delusions, our headaches, our heart-breaks, our 
convalescence. We are badly disfigured but still on earth. We have learned some­
thing. The man who is whipped knows more than the other fellow. He has had 
more fateful experience. We had too much credit, and abused it. We borrowed 
too much money and wasted it. We flew too high, and fell in hard spots. We 
have learned what all the world has known for a thousand years: that wealth is 
the creation of the land when touched by the wand of labor ••• 1 

The economic history of South Central Kansas is replete with exam­
ples of sudden change, with reversals and exaggerations, and with 
movement from one extreme to another. There have been alternating 
periods of drought and .flood; bountiful, overflowing crops and crop 
failure; high prices and low prices; debt contraction and debt repay­
ment; immigration and emigration; boom towns and ghost towns; 
prosperity and depression. These swings of the pendulum have been 
accompanied by swings in the people's attitude toward problems of 
a social, economic, and political nature. During prosperous times the 
prevailing attitude has been one of conservatism regarding social exper­
iments and the role of government in economic affairs. Conversely, 
prolonged depression weakened the influence of the prevailing business 
community, and the people clamored for political measures to bring 
relief, recovery, and reform. 

A decade of depression followed the period of great prosperity that 
reached a peak in 1887. This was a period of deficient rainfall, low 
crop yields, falling prices, debt liquidation, bankruptcy, mortgage fore­
closure, financial panic, and population decline. Distressed farmers first 
tried to cope with the situation on an individual basis by reducing costs 
of production, expanding cultivation, experimenting with new crops 
and new techniques, and becoming more self-sufficient. Confronted ---'!!'_ 

1 A. J. Felt, "Kansas, Her Farmers and Prosperity," Tenth Biennial Report, 1895-1896, 
~nsas State Board of Agriculture, pp. 468-469. 
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on all sides by powerful aggregations of capital, farmers soon realized 
that collective, not individual, action was the only possible hope of sur­
vival. Farmers' organizations began to grow by leaps and bounds. Col­
lective economic measures, such as consumer and producer co-opera­
tives, first enlisted their enthusiasm and support; when these measures 
proved inadequate, farmers sought to achieve their goals by means of 
political action. · 

Farm Depression and Its Causes 

Deficient Rainfall 

Probably the immediate cause of depression was drought, resulting 
"in widespread crop failure. In the middle division of Kansas, the rain­
fall fell below the normal average in six of the ten years from 1887 to 
1896, and crop failure was widespread in five of the dry years when 
rainfall was far below the average.2 The drought was even more severe 
in the area's western counties. At Ellinwood (Barton county), the rain­
fall was below the 50-year average (1875-1924) of 25.61 inches in eight 
of the ten years from 1887 to 1896.3 

Drought conditions characterized three of the four years from 1887 
to 1890. The first two years were extremely dry with rainfall deficiencies 
of 4.39 and 8.49 inches, respectively. "Such a drouth it has never been 
my misfortune to experience during an active life of fifty years," wrote 
a Rice county farmer in 1888, "there can be no doubt as to the fact that 
two-thirds or three fourths of the counties of the State have suffered 
severely in one or more staple crops from the combined forces of 
drouth, hot winds and chinch bugs."4 A change for the better occurred 
in 1889, when the rainfall was nearly four inches above the average. 
This was a year of "abundant-in some cases excessive-rainfall during 
the entire crop growing season, and as a result, harvests of all kinds 
were extremely bountiful ... "5 Extreme drought returned in 1890 (the 

2 The variation from the normal rainfall (59-year average from 1887 to 1945) in inches wzs 
as follows: 1887, -4.39; 1888, -8.49; 1889, +3.90; 1890, -7.33; 1891, +6.87~ 18~ 1 

+1.89; 1893, -7.87; 1894, -5.20; 1895, -1.57; 1896, +4.37. Computed from Flora, op. czt., 
p. 28. 

8 United States Department of Agriculture, Weather Bureau, Climatic Summary of the 
United States, p. 40-11. 

'Kansas Farmer (Topeka), August 30, 1888, p. 6. 
11 Kansas State Board of Agriculture, Seventh Biennial Report, 1889-1890, p. vi. 
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rainfall deficiency was 7.33 inches), a year "remarkable for being the 
driest and hottest season in twenty years, almost destroying the corn 
crop in many portions of the State, and shortening i~ elsewhere."6 

In 1891 and 1892 the rainfall was above average amounting to 6.87 
and 1.89 inches, respectively, and crop yields were well above the 10-
year average. Then another period of drought set in. The record shows 
a severe rainfall deficiency of 7.87 inches in 1893, 5.20 in 1894, and 1.57 
in 1895, together with reports of crop failure in western Kansas. Condi­
tions improved generally, however, during the last five years of the 
century, when the rainfall was above average in all but one year.7 

The area's inhabitants were not content to let nature take its course, 
however, and several reports of rain making experiments occur in the 
record of the dry years. On July 9, 1891, the Department of Agriculture 
selected Medicine Lodge as a station for rain making experiments.8 

Nearly two years later, on May 25, 1893, the air was bombarded with 
cannon, guns, and explosives for two hours at Wellington, Win.field, 
South Haven, Arkansas City, Caldwell, Newton, and Hutchinson. This 
man made assault on nature was carried on simultaneously in the above 
towns, and it was reported that "The heaviest rain in the area for eight 
months fell. "9 Irrigation was another means of alleviating the problem 
of deficient rainfall, and a number of irrigation companies were organ­
ized in the area during the drought years.10 

Rainfall was not the only factor affecting crop yields during these 
years. Hot summers, wind, cold winters, prairie fires, tornadoes, dust 
storms, and chinch bugs took a heavy toll. Especially destructive were 
the hot winds that quickly evaporated the scarce moisture in the soil 
and then withered the crops. Wheat and other small grains harvested 
in June and early July often escaped the hot winds but suffered from 
winter killing, drought, and chinch bugs. The late maturing corn, on 
the other hand, was especially vulnerable to the blistering attacks of hot 
Wind. Dust and sand storms were not infrequent during the drought ---0 Kansas State Board of Agriculture, Eighth Biennial Report, 1891-1892, p. viii. 

7 Flora, op. cit., p. 28. 
8 Kirke Mechem (ed.), Th~ Annals of Kansas, p. 122. 
11 Ibid., p. 152. . 
10 "In 1893 there were 55 irrigators in the western half of the state; in 1894, 224; and in 

1895 there were 1,241. Of these, 98 per cent reported success. Wind power was used by 96 
Per cent." Ibid., p. 198. See also pages 155, 158, 184, 185, and 194. 
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period. According to Professor Malin, "The years 1894 and 1895 appear 
to have been the climax of the 1890's in the dust storm department and 
the frequency and severity of the dust storms led to scientific studies 
of their behavior."11 

Declining Farm Prices 

The general decline in farm commodity prices aggravated the farm­
ers' distress. Expressed in terms of average prices received by Kansas 
farmers, wheat declined from a high point of $1.05 a bushel in 1881 to 
55 cents in 1888. Then after several years of somewhat higher prices, a 
low point of 42 cents a bushel was reached in 1893. Corn was 58 cents a 
bushel in 1881 but was down to 18 cents in 1889. The price increased 
measurably for a few years after 1889 and then declined to 19 cents in 
1895 and 18 cents in 1896.12 As for beef cattle prices in Kansas, there 
were three distinct periods of unequal length in the 20 years ending 
with 1898. These are divided as follows: 

1879 to 1886, eight years, average value per head .................................... $26.50 
1887 to 1896, ten years, average value per head ........................................ 18.00 
1897 and 1898, two years, average value per head ........................................ 25.2518 

Since much of the corn was marketed in beef, the low price of beef 
from 1887 to 1896 was a cause of distress to both the grain farmer and 
the cattleman. 

Average prices obscure seasonal variations. The lowest prices of the 
year were generally recorded at harvest time, when debt ridden farm· 
ers were forced to sell their products to pay interest, taxes, and other 
obligations. This situation was described by a McPherson county 
farmer as follows: 

In 1889 I raised 2,300 bushels of wheat, I was, as well as all my neighbors, 
compelled to sell it for 55 cents a bushel. When the bulk of the crop was moved 
prices also moved up to 80 cents per bushel. Then the speculator made a clean 
profit on my year's labor of $575. I thought then, as I think now, that I was 
entitled to this profit, consequently when I can not get what I am entitled to I feel 
offended.14 

11 James C. Malin, "Dust Storms, Part Three, 1881-1900," The Kans(U Historical Quarterly, 
Vol. XIV, November, 1946, p. 403. 

12 See Figure 5. 
13 H. R. Hilton, "Twenty Years of Kansas Agriculture Analyzed," Eleventh Biennial Report, 

1897-1898, Kansas State Board of Agriculture, p. 548. 
1
' Kansas Farmer (Topeka), October 14, 1891. 
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High Transportation and Marketing Costs 

Furthermore, farm commodity prices declined relative to transporta­
tion and marketing costs. In contrast with the sharp decline in farm 
commodity prices, transportation and marketing costs dropped very 
little during the period under consideration. In 1893 the freight per 
bushel to Kansas City from the area ranged from 5.9 to 8.3 cents (aver­
age 7.5 cents) for corn, and from 7.5 to 10.6 (average 9.4 cents) for 
wheat. To this must be added about 2 cents a bushel on corn and 5 
cents on wheat to cover shipper's profit, elevator charges, etc.15 If the 
grain were shipped to Chicago, another 10 or 11 cents must be added 
for corn and 13 or 14 cents for wheat.16 A rough computation shows 
that the freight on corn to Chicago was about equal to average corn 
prices received locally in 1895 and 1896, while the freight on wheat 
amounted to about one half of the local price in 1893 and 1894. This is 
in marked contrast with conditions in the early eighties, when these 
charges took a relatively small share of the prices received by farmers. 

High Cost of Purchased Goods 

Farmers also complained of the high cost of manufactures and other 
imported products. Farm implements and parts, binder twine, hard­
ware, and numerous other products were indispensable for farm opera­
tions, and it was discouraging to find that many more bushels of corn 
and wheat were needed to buy a farm implement than had been neces­
sary in former years of prosperity. In some years the cost price structure 
was such that farmers burned corn rather than buy imported coal, or 
they fed wheat to hogs rather than ship it to market. "Corn is only 
worth 13c a bushel delivered," observed a Barber county newspaper in 
1889, "and soft coal sells at $5.40 a ton for the cheapest, and $9.00 for 
the best, while anthracite sells for $14. It does look sinful to burn corn, 
hut it is being done."17 In January of 1893 farmers in Rice county were 

u Kansas State Bureau of Labor and Industry, Ninth Annual Report, 1893, pp. 14, 681-682, 
690-691. 

16 H. T. Newcomb and E. G. Ward, Changes in the Rates of Charge for Rai'lway and Other · 
Transportation SertJices, United States Department of Agriculture, Division of Statistics, Bulletin 
No. 15, Revised, Miscellaneous Series, Table 34, pp. 51-52. 

17 R. C. Miller, op. cit., p. 10. 
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reported to have fed wheat to hogs rather than sell it at 40 cents a 
bushel.18 

Farming Unprofitable 

The farmer's distress was so acute by 1893, a year of drought, crop 
failure, low farm prices, and financial panic, that the Populist admin­
istration by legislative direction investigated the agricultural industry of 
Kansas. The Bureau of Labor and Industry published a comprehensive 
and exhaustive report containing much testimonial data and many sta­
tistical tables compiled from federal, state, and county records, corres­
pondence, personal visits, and questionnaires.19 The chief purpose of 
the study was to find out whether farming was being conducted at 
a profit or a loss. One or more prominent farmers in each township 
were asked the question, "Taken as a whole, does farming pay?" In 
the 24 south central counties, 305 replies were received; 252 were nega­
tive; 8, negative with some qualification; 29, affirmative; 15, affirmative 
with some qualification; and one, undecided. In other words, about 85 
per cent of the farmers said that farming did not pay. 

To verify this verbal testimony, detailed statistical tables were 
drawn up showing farming costs and income in 1893. For the area 
these tables show that the cost of production exceeded the local price 
paid farmers by 8.2 cents a bushel for corn, and 7.2 cents a bushel for 
wheat. The aggregate loss on these two commodities during the 5-year 
period ending in 1893 amounted to 25.6 million dollars for the area and 
71.1 million dollars for the state.20 The United States Department of 
Agriculture made a similar study in 1893. It discovered that, on an acre 
basis, the cost of producing corn in Kansas ($8.60) exceeded the selling 
price ($6.60) $2 an acre while for wheat the discrepancy was much 
larger-cost, $9.04; selling price, $3.53; deficit, $5.51.21 

18 Mechem, op. cit., p. 147. 
19 Kansas Bureau of Labor and Industry, Ninth Annual Report, 1893. The bitter stru~gle 

between the Populists and Republicans in the early 1890's may provide grounds for quest10~· 
ing the accuracy and reliability of this report. John F. Todd, Labor Commissioner, was in 
charge of compilation. Raymond C. Miller, the historian of Kansas Populism says that "He 

. was of course a Populist, but the writer was assured by an acquaintance of Todd of his honesty, 
and the general accuracy of his work." Raymond C. Miller, "The Populist Party in Kansas, 
Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, University of Chicago, 1928, p. 12. 

20 Ibid., pp. 681-684, 690-693. 
21 United States Department of Agriculture, Report of the Secretary of Agriculture, 1893, 

pp. 296, 298, 515-516; Farmer, op. cit., p. 418. 
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Heavy Debt Burden 

Plagued by drought, crop failure, and low prices, the £armer was 
truly in a difficult situation. On the basis of past experience he might 
be expected to turn to the loan companies that had been so eager to 
force money upon him in the boom years. This, however, was hardly 
possible because money was hard to secure in depression years, and 
farmers who were heavily burdened with payments of interest and 
principal on debt contracted in former years were poor credit risks. The 
collapse of the boom meant a sharp contraction in the number and 
value of mortgage loans. Between 1886 and 1889 the real estate mort­
gages placed on farm property in the area declined in number from 
25,319 to 10,312 and in aggregate value from 22.8 million dollars to 11.3 
million dollars. For town lots the decline from 1887 to 1889 was from 
21,466 to 6,729 and from 18.3 million dollars to 6.5 million dollars, re­
spectively. 22 

... 

Although fewer mortgages were made in these years, the mortgage 
debt burden in force did not decline; in all probability it rose sub­
stantially owing to lagging interest payments. Mortgage debt in force 
January 1, 1890, is shown in Table 11. In 1890 the per capita mortgage 
debt of the area was $234.87, compared with $170 for Kansas and $96 
for the United States. In Kansas there was one mortgage for every two 
adults; this means more than one for every family; and over 60 per 
cent of the taxed acres in the state were encumbered with mortgage, a 
proportion unequaled in any other state.23 

Table 11 
Value of Real Estate Mortgage Debt in Force, Kansas, January I, 1890 

(millions of dollars) 

Area On acres On lots Total 

Eastern subarea $ 18.6 $ 5.1 $ 23.7 
Central subarea 27.l 20.7 47.8 
Western subarea 12.0 2.2 14.2 

Area total $ 57.7 $28.0 $ 85.7 

Kansas total $174.7 $68.4 $243.l 

Source: United States Department of the Interior, Census Office, Elevmth Census of the United States: 1890, Re· 
~n Real Estate Mortgages, p. 735. 

22 United States Department of the Interior, Census Office, Eleventh Census of the United 
States: 1890, Report on Real Estate Mortgages, pp. 436-450. 

23 R. C. Miller, op. cit., p. 27. 
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Compared with other parts of the state, the farm mortgage problem 
affected a considerably larger proportion of the people of the area. The 
Census of 1890 shows the percentage of families occupying encumbered 
farms in each Kansas county. It is significant that of the 11 counties 
with percentages ranging from 70 to 75, eight were in the area; of the 
33 counties with percentages ranging from 60 to 69, ten were in the 
area. Five area counties had percentages ranging from 40 to 59; and 
one, from 20 to 39.24 

Chattel Loans 

When the farmer could no longer borrow from the land mortgage 
company, he turned in desperation to the chattel mortgage dealer, who 
made short term loans secured by unencumbered personal property. 
"The borrower who dealt with the chattel mortgage man," writes Dr. 
Bogue, "was often in dire financial straits and therefore in a weaker 
bargaining position than was the borrower who dealt with the land 
mortgage companies."25 Chattel mortgage men took advantage of this 
situation by charging excessive rates of interest. In 1889 the state law 
lowered the maximum legal interest rate from 12 to 10 per cent; but, 
according to Dr. Miller, "the law was more honored in the breach than 
in the observance."26 On chattel loans, the rate was from 18 to 24 and 
sometimes as high as 40 per cent. A Pawnee county farmer said that 
farming did not pay because "Crops have been poor, prices low, and 
interest on money 24 per cent."27 This was in marked contrast with 
rates of 8, 10, or 12 per cent prevailing earlier. 

In 1893 the Bureau of Labor and Industry investigated the amount 
and the character of chattel mortgages in four counties; two of these, 
Cowley and Reno, were in the area. Table 12 shows that there was a 
large number of such loans, that in amount they were nearly equal to 
or slightly in excess of the assessed valuation of all personal property in 
the county, and that a substantial proportion of the livestock in each 
county was under mortgage. 

24 United States Department of the Interior, Census Office, Eleventh Census of the Unite! 
States: 1890, Report on Farms and Homes, p. 258. 

25 Allan G. Bogue, "The Land Mortgage Company in the Early Plains States," Agricultural 
History, Vol. 25, p. 31. 

ll6 R. C. Miller, op. cit., p. 33. 
zr Kansas Bureau of Labor and Industry, Ninth Annual Report, 1893, p. 466. 
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Foreclosure 

Farmers sometimes used chattel mortgages in an effort to meet the 
interest on long term obligations; and a number succeeded, not without 
a desperate struggle, in holding on to their farms. On the other hand, 
a considerable proportion found themselves going deeper and deeper 
into debt until the dreaded day came when their property was fore­
closed. In the newspaper columns formerly devoted to advertisements 
of loan companies and real-estate dealers there appeared notice after 
notice of foreclosure sales. Buggies formerly carrying loan agents 
through the country to peddle mortgages now carried the sheriff with 
his foreclosure summons. 

It is difficult to get an accurate measurement of mortgage foreclo­
sures. "The .figure of mortgage foreclosures are absolutely untrust­
worthy," Dr. Miller writes, "and canriot show even an approximation 
of the rural disasters."28 This writer points out that many farmers who 
were able to pay their debts preferred foreclosure when the unpaid por­
tion of the mortgage exceeded the real value of the farm. "On the other 
hand, many real cases of economic disaster do not appear on the records 
as foreclosures, for they were compromised out of court and appear as 
cancelled."29 One foreclosure study that bears the mark of scholarship 
was made by Dr. Bogue of Kinsley township (Edwards county). He 
found that some 11,200 acres, 40 per cent of the agricultural land in the 
township, was surrendered from 1876 to 1905.30 

So many accounts of foreclosure and sheriff sales appear in con­
temporary newspapers and other records that it is hard to doubt but 

Table 12 
Chattel Mortgage Debt, Reno and Cowley Counties, Year Ending September 1, 1893 

Percentage 
Assessed of horses 

value of all and mules 
Number of Amount of personal under 
mortgages mortgages property mortgage 

Reno 2,400 $ 735,357 $ 703,826 37.1 
Cowley 1,660 1,163,393 1,061,214 21.2 

Source: Kansas Bureau of Labor and Industry, Ninth Annual Report, 1893, p. 702. ---lla R. C. Miller, op. cit., p. 32. 
29 /dem. 

Percentage Percentage 
of cattle of hogs 
under under 

mortgage mortgage 

29.2 19.2 
79.9 12.6 

80 Allan G. Bogue, "Farmer Debtors in Pioneer Kinsley," The Kansas Historical Quarterly, 
Vol. XX, No. 2, May, 1952, p. 106. 

[239] 



ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT IN SOUTH CENTRAL KANSAS 

that the incidence was heavy. Typical of the many letters that appeared 
in area newspapers was the following written by a farmer of Burrton 
(Harvey county) in 1889: 

Our Wes tern farmers need not think that a failure of crops is all that ails 
them. Here in this county where I write, corn and all other crops were good, oats 
especially so, and the famers are in the greatest distress. One of my neighbors 
was sold out yesterday on chattel mortgage. His cows brought $11 apiece; corn, 
11 cents a bushel; oats, 10 cents a bushel; horses, $20 to $36 each; an imported 
Norman stallion that four years ago he paid $1,000 for at 2 years old, brought $84. 
All this property was sold on time, as there is no money in the country to pay 
cash for anything.Bl 

Population Decline 

What happened to farmers whose property was foreclosed? Con­
temporary sources give several answers to this question. Some stayed on 
their farms as tenants; some made the run to the Oklahoma.Territory 
in 1889,32 and to the Cherokee Strip in 1893.33 Others moved back East, 
some moved to nearby towns, and not a few took to the road as tramps. 
For a clearer analysis of this problem, population statistics are needed. 
Table 13 shows the decline in area and subarea population between the 
peak year, 1887, and the year of lowest population, 1896. A distinction 
is also made between rural and urban population. The first fact derived 
from Table 13 is that the area population dropped nearly 100,000 during 
the decade or 23.7 per cent of the peak population in 1887. The per­
centage decline by subareas was 18.5 for the eastern, 23.8 for the central, 
and 33.5 for the western. The percentages thus increased from east to 

west. For the area as a whole the urban loss exceeded the rural loss by 
31 Kansas Farmer (Topeka), February 21, 1889, p. 4. 
82 Oklahoma Territory was opened on April 22, 1889. A colorful account of this event 

appears in the Annals of Kansas, as follows: "At the signal, thousands of men and a f~w 
women, afoot, on horseback, in wagons, buggies, hacks, carts, and on Santa Fe trains wh~ch 
ran in sections at 15-minute intervals, bolted for the 'promised land.' Racing horses, careenint 
vehicles and jolting white-topped wagons, 'like a mass of moving snow,' made a memora\e 
scene which was punctuated by the shouts and curses of the men who made the run. The .mo ' 
since the President's proclamation, had been camping along the roads and rivers and in southi 
ern Kansas towns which were patrolled by the U. S. Army. A number had eluded the patro 
and had surveyed and squatted on land, and even erected buildings before the run. Those who 
'beat the gun' became known as sooners. Thousands were disappointed, and being unable .to 
get food or shelter, headed back to Kansas the next day. Border towns profited. Arkansas City 
estimated that 50,000 landseekers spent $300,000 in the town.'' Mechem., op. cit., p. 76. 

5 33 According to the Annals of Kansas, September 16, 1893, "A signal from guns of the U. · 
Cavalry opened the Cherokee Strip. Persons who had assembled along the ·border had bed 
required. to register and swear they were 'half white and fully free.' The heat was intense, tn 
the· air dense with smoke and dust. Water sold at fabulous prices. The sound'. of men yel fs!' 
wagons rattling and horses running was described as the 'Cry of the Wild West.'" Ibid., P• · 
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15,736. The urban population as a percentage of the total area popula­
tion fell from 32.4 in 1887 to 24.4 in 1896. 

Wide variations appear in the urban-rural loss of the three subareas. 
In the Flint Hills grazing area to the east the rural loss exceeded the 
urban loss by 4,266. This can be attributed, in a large measure, to the 
decline of the cattle business and, in part, to the existence of relatively 
few large towns and town booms. A reverse situation existed in the 
central subarea, where the urban loss exceeded the rural loss by 26,831. 
This was the region of greatest town booming, and these booms reached 
greater heights and sank to lower depths than the small farmer booms. 
Wichita lost about 14,000 people during the decade, about two fifths of 
the total urban loss of the subarea. On the other hand, farmers in the 
central region were better able to "stick it out" during the lean years. 
Although heavily in debt, they were more able to diversify their pro­
ductions and practice subsistence farming than their neighbors east and 
west of them. 

In the western subarea the rural loss far exceeded the urban loss, 
the former being nearly double the latter. Agriculture was unstable in 
this region, and neary one third of the farmers migrated because of 
drought, crop failure, low farm prices, and mortgage foreclosure. 
Migration was well under way by the late 1880's, and a resident of Cold­
water (Comanche county) wrote in 1890, 

Table 13 
Rural and Urban Population Decline by Area and Subarea, 1887 to 18964 

Eastern Central Western Area 
Year subarea subarea subarea total 

1887 
Rural population 102,563 116,991 58,351 277,905 

_ Urban population 33,423 86,636 13,294 133,353 
Total population 135,986 203,627 71,645 411,258 

1896 
Rural population 87,854 106,184 42,932 236,970 

_Urban population 22,940 48,998 4,744 76,682 
Total population 110,794 155,182 47,676 313,652 

1887-1896 
Rural loss 14,709 10,807 15,419 40,935 

_Urban loss 10,483 37,638 8,550 56,671 
Total loss 25,192 48,445 23,969 97,606 

'Towns and cities of J ,000 or more inhabitants are considered urban. 
Source: Kansas State Board of Agriculture, Sixth Biinnial Report, 1887-1888, pp~ 24-490; Eleventh Biennial Re­

port, 1896-1897, pp. 572-742. 
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Fully one half of the population of about all the southwestern Kansas counties 
have left this country during the past twelve months, and fully one-half of the 
remainder will leave as soon as the Cherokee strip or outlet is opened for settle­
ment, which will be next fall. The reason for all this is very apparent, the result 
of several causes1; viz: The agents of various loan and trust companies who did 
business in this section, being fired with a boomer's zeal that this is the Garden of 
Eden, or with a desire to make hay while the sun shines, or both, overvalued 
rather than undervalued as they should have done, the lands they loaned money 
on, and the result is that the borrowers got in many instances almost full or fair 
value for their land in the loan, and the agent's percentage for getting the loan 
averaged fully 10 per cent. Add to this three bad crop years in which nothing was 
raised, the payment of interest semi-annually, and the fact that all these people 
are homesteaders, with little or no money to begin with, and you have a fair 
knowledge of why this is thus.34 

Farm Tenantry 

What happened to farmers who remained in the area after they 
lost possession of their farms? The evidence suggests that a surprisingly 
large number became tenant farmers. The farm tenure statistics in 
Table 14 help to analyze the trend: 

According to Table 14, in 1880 tenants cultivated only 13.2 per cent 
of the farms, but the percentage more than doubled by 1890, and in 
1893 the Bureau of Labor and Industry report shows that tenants 
cultivated over two fifths of the farms. Farmers were asked by the Bur­
eau, "Is the number of tenant farmers in your township greater or less 
than five years ago?" "Why?" Of the 298 replies received from area 
farmers, 245 answered greater; 31, less; and 22, about the same.35 The 
following are typical reasons given for the growth of tenantry: "More 
than one-half of the land here is owned by speculators and land com· 

Table 14 
Growth in Farm Tenancy, South Central Kansas, 1880-1900 

Number Number Percentage 
of farms of farms of farms 

Number of cultivated cultivated cultivated 
Year farm homes by owners by tenants by tenants 

1880 35,670 30,948 4,722 13.2 
1890 43,714 29,209 14,505 33.4 
1893 49,066 27,621 21,445 43.7 
1900 44,680 27,699 16,981 38.0 

Source: United States Department of the Interior, Census Office, Tenth Census o/ the United States: 1880, Ag4J' 
culture, Vol. III, pp. 52-55; Eleventh Census o/ the United States: 1890, .Agriculture, Vol. V, PP• Ibo' 
145; Twelfth Census o/ the U•ited States: 1900, Agriculture,. Vol. V, pp. 80-84; Kansas Bureau of La r 
and Industry, Ninth Annual Report, 1893, pp. 666-667. ----

3' Bradstreets'-A fournal of Trade, Finance and Public Econo~y, May 3, 1890, p. 282. 
35 Kansas Bureau of Labor and Industry, Ninth Annual Report, 1893, pp. 50-607. 
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panies and is rented to tenants"; "Mortgage companies took the farms 
and put renters on"; "On account of mortgage foreclosures"; About 
half of the tenant farmers are former owners."36 

Larger Farms 

The period of forced liquidation, absentee ownership, and tenantry 
also witnessed a movement toward farm consolidation. Farmers who 
came to the area prior to the early eighties generally occupied a quarter 
section of land and proceeded to develop it. After much trial and error, 
they learned that a quarter section was too small a unit for economical 
cultivation in many parts of the area. This was partly because of the 
mechanization and commercialization of agriculture and partly because 
of subhumid climatic conditions. During the boom years a number of 
farmers accumulated or borrowed capital to add acreage to their farms. 
Then with the collapse of the boom much land fell into the hands of 
mortgage companies or some of the more prosperous farmers, who 
proceeded to consolidate it into larger and more economical units. 
According to one area farmer, tenantry increased because of "The fact 
that one man owns several farms in this township that formerly had 
separate owners." The former owners were said to have lost their farms 
''by mortgage. "37 Table 15 shows the trend toward larger farm units. 

Collapse of Town Boom 

The depression inevitably spread from the farms to the towns. In 
a predominately agricultural region the townsman's livelihood 
depended in a very material sense upon the economic well being of his 

Table 15 
Average Size of Area Farms, 1880-1900 

1880 1890 1900 
Area (acres) (acres) (acres) 

Eastern subarea 153 210 273 
Central subarea 164 187 232 
Western subarea 187 239 676 

Total area 170 213 410 

Source: United States Department of the Interior, Census Office, Tenth Census of the United States: 1880, Agri· 
culture, pp. 52-55; Eleventh Census of the United States: 1890, Agriculture, pp. 142-145; Twelfth Ci:nttllS 
~ United States: 1900, Agriculture, Vol. V, PP• 81-84. 

86 ldem. 
37 Ibid., p. 269. 
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country neighbor. Valiant attempts were made to prolong the town 
boom after the rural base began to give way, but they proved to be futile 
gestures. Once ambitious burghers gave up the struggle and reconciled 
themselves to the fact that they had cast their lot with a sleepy country 
town rather than a second Chicago. Many townsmen, like the proverb­
ial Arab, folded their tents and left behind the oasis that had turned 
into a mirage. Those remaining faced a long period of high taxes, fore­
closure, bankruptcy, bank failure, unemployment, and bread lines, not 
to mention the constant reminder of unfulfilled hopes in the form of 
empty store buildings and houses, abandoned real estate additions, and 
grass grown streets. 

Debt Burden 

The towns were in an extremely vulnerable position because of 
their heavy debt burden. In boom years citizens had been encouraged to 
spend money as freely as water for the town's betterment. Bonds were 
voted to attract railroads, sorghum mills, cheese factories, and other 
industries and to build court houses, waterworks, schools, and other 
public improvements. While a few diehards complained that taxes 
would have to be raised to meet these debt charges, little thought was 
given to the problem as long as the boom continued. The story was 
quite different after the boom collapsed. While population and prop­
erty assessment figures fell off marked! y, the bonded debt burden 
tended to increase as a consequence of lagging interest payments. 
Fewer people were thus compelled to shoulder an augmented debt that 
was reflected in higher tax rates. Dr. Boyle described in some detail 
the sad experience of Anthony in Harper county. He says that during 
the boom years "this little city lavishly voted aid to each promising 
enterprise that seemed likely to ensure her prosperity." Then came the 
collapse. From 1889 to 1897 the town's population declined from 2,252 
to 1,074 and the assessed valuation from $512.7 million to $171.1 mil­
lion. By 1896 the tax levy "had reached the absurd limit of 13.4 per 
cent of the total valuation," and a year later the town's debt was almost 
equal to the assessed value of all property in the town. Finally, in 1897, 
"a humiliating compromise was granted by the state legislature."38 

38 Boyle, op. cit., p. 94. 
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Economic Fluctuations 

Towns were also vulnerable because they were linked so closely 
with the business and the financial system of the nation. In periods of 
financial panic and depression the farmer who managed to hold on to 
his property could revert to a subsistence and a barter economy and at 
least grow most of his food requirements. The case was quite different 
with the townsman who depended upon money payments in the form 
of wages, profits, rent, and interest. If the wellsprings of money and 
credit dried up, he might find himself without a job, a business, a 
tenant, a dividend, or an interest payment. Savings carefully accumu­
lated in anticipation of a rainy day might be deposited in a bank that 
had closed its doors. If worse came to worse, the townsman might find 
himself waiting in line at the Salvation Army soup kitchen. 

We have seen that in Wichita the influx of capital came to an end 
during the spring of 1887. Nationally, business was generally prosper­
ous from 1887 to 1893, but residents of the area failed to share in this 
prosperity. Then in June, 1893, there occurred one of the worst financial 
panics in the nation's history. Following this was a severe depression 
continuing to 1896. For the area, as well as the nation, these were years 
of widespread commercial failure, unemployment, and distress. 

Banking failures were especially numerous. John W. Breidenthal, 
Populist Bank Commissioner of Kansas, said the panic "affected banks 
and bankers throughout the nation to a greater extent than any other 
class, and ... for a time threatened all our financial institutions with 
bankruptcy."39 The same authority reported on September 1, 1898, 
that since 1892, 76 Kansas banks representing a capital of $2.15 million 
had closed; 157 representing a capital of $3.35 million had gone into 
Voluntary liquidation; and 65 had reduced their capital to $1.16 mil­
lion. 40 In the area the number of state and private banks declined from 
a peak of 161in1888 to a low of 97 in 1897,41 while in the same period 
the number of national banks declined from 52 to 24.42 Years of peak ----39 Bank Commissioner of Kansas, Second Biennial Report, 1894, p. iii. 

w Bank Commissioner of Kansas, Fottrt/1 Biennial Report, 1898, p. x. 
'
1 Kansas State Board of Agriculture, Sixth Biennial Report, 1887-1888, pp. 24-490; Bank 

Commissioner of Kansas Fourth Biennial Report, 1897-1898, pp. 2-183. 
'
2 Kansas State Boarci' of Agriculture, Sz'xth Biennial Report, 1887-1888, pp. 24-490; United 

States Treasury Department, Comptroller of the Currency, Annttal Report, 1897, Vol. II, pp. 
270-304. 
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national bank failure in the area were 1890 and 1893 with four failures 
each; there were three failures in 1891, two each in 1894 and 1896, and 
one in 1895. The Comptroller of the Currency, in accounting for the 
failure of the Kingman National Bank in September, 1890, said: 

Continuous failure of crops, reaction to business and decrease in values following 
a so-called "boom," capital invested in nonconvertible real estate, and the payment 
of high rates of interest on county deposits and on certificates representing bor­
rowed money were the principal causes of failure. The immediate cause was a 
sudden withdrawal of the county deposits and a determined run on the bank by 
depositors. 43 

These were years of failure for other commercial and financial busi­
nesses. Railroads, manufacturers, mortgage companies, realtors, whole­
salers, and retailers failed by the score. The business directories of the 
larger area towns are testimony to this fact. The thick volumes of 1887 
and 1888 had become very slim indeed by 1893 and 1894. 

Unemployment 

Statistics of unemployment and accounts of soup kitchens and tramp 
conventions reveal other evidence of hardship and depression. Accord­
ing to the Bureau of Labor and Industry, the unemployed actually 
reported in Kansas numbered 74,345 in 1893. Of this total, the area 
accounted for 15,415. The subarea of heaviest concentration was the 
central with about one half, followed by the eastern with one third, and 
the western with one fifth. Sedgwick county led the area with 1,695 un­
employed; most of this number was reported from Wichita.44 

By the winter of 1893-1894 the unemployed were in desperate cir­
cumstances, and in December the Salvation Army was conducting a 
soup house at Wichita.45 Towns and cities were not only burdened with 
their own unemployed residents but with thousands of men who 
tramped the country looking for work. Hobo jungles began to appear 
on the outskirts of town, and in December of 1895 some 1,500 men were 
reported in attendance at a convention of The Tramps of the South­
west held on the Arkansas river between Wellington and Winfield.

46 

43 United States Treasury Department, Comptroller of the Currency, Annual Report, 1890, 
p. 66. 

"Kansas Bureau of Labor and Industry, Ninth Annual Report, 1893, pp. 548, 666-667. 
'5 Mechem, op. cit., p. 159. 
"Ibid., p. 200. 

[246] 



AN ECONOMIC HISTORY 

Local authorities who put these migrants to work on rock piles or 
incarcerated them in jail drew a stern rebuke from Governor Lewelling, 
the Populist Governor from Wichita. He declared in an Executive 
Circular issued to the metropolitan police commissioners of various 
cities in Kansas that these migrants were "guilty of no crime but 
poverty, intent upon no crime but seeking employment .... The right 
to go freely from place to place in search of employment, or even in 
obedience to a mere whim, is part of that personal liberty guaranteed by 
the constitution of the United States to every human being on American 
soil."47 

---'7 W. J. Costigan, "Lorenzo D. Lewelling," Transactions of the Kansas State Historical 
Society, 1901·1902, Vol. VII, p. 125. 
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Section XIII 

FARMERS' ALLIANCE AND POPULIST PARTY 
When men turn their minds persistently to social and economic questions; when 
labor is dissatisfied, and capital alarmed; when the price of food and the mystery 
of supply and demand occupy their thoughts by night and by day; we may be sure 
that some cog is out of place in the machinery we call civilization.1 

The farmer, like the sensible physician, made a diagnosis of the 
disease, and discovered the cause before he prescribed a treatment. Ob­
viously, past experience and considerations of class interest influenced 
his diagnosis. By nature, the farmer was a rugged individualist who had 
left behind the comforts of civilization to seek a fortune on the frontier. 
The early years of taming the wilderness taxed his energy and left little 
time for contemplation of larger social issues. As he worked toward his 
goal of commercialized farming, there developed a conflict between his 
desire for independence and his desire for material success. This conflict 
forced him to think about the larger issues of the age. He realized that 
the agrarian democracy of the age of Jefferson and Jackson was rapidly 
being transformed into an industrial and financial plutocracy. The new 
era called for specialization and economic interdependence. Men in all 
walks of life found themselves being drawn more closely into a complex 
network of commercial and financial relationships. In periods of pros­
perity the conflict was less evident because material success carried with 
it a feeling of independence. With the advent of depression, on the 
other hand, the farmer faced the dreaded prospects of economic depend­
ence and penury. 

Farmers' Explanation of Depression 

Modern historians tend to explain the distressed state of the late 
nineteenth century agriculture in terms of overproduction resulting 
from westward expansion. They point to such factors as the govern­
ments' land policy, the expansion of the railroad system, the use of 
mechanized equipment in agriculture, the westward flow of capital, 
and speculation. Western farmers found other reasons for their dis-

1 This is an excerpt from an address by George R. Peck, General Solicitor of the Atchison, 
Topeka and Santa Fe Railroad company, at the Emporia Normal School. Kan.ra.r Farmer 
(Topeka), June 22, 1892, p. 4. 
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tressed condition. They focused attention upon the abuses that had crept 
into the economic and political system. Undoubtedly, both analyses 
have merit, but this study will attempt to view the problem from the 
standpoint of western farmers, in particular the farmers of South 
Central Kansas. 

Eastern and Foreign Capitalists 

While there is an occasional note of self-criticism in the literature of 
agrarian protest, farmers in the main found the cause of their troubles 
in eastern and foreign capitalists. They believed that a few wealthy men 
were conspiring to monopolize the entire business and political system 
of the country and rob the farmer of his home. The "London Money 
Kings" were behind the conspiracy according to one inhabitant of the 
area. "All nations bow down before this God of Mammon, this imper­
ialism of capital, greater than any empire the earth ever held. They, the 
London Money Kings, own the debts of nations . . . [they] are crush­
ing the farmers, and will soon be ready to swallow all our farms."2 

"There is an overproduction of millionaires on the one hand, and 
paupers on the other," declared a farmer from Harper county.3 Another 
farmer from Edwards county wrote that "the banker's trust, the rail­
road combine, the coal combine, the Jewish money combine, are fast 
crushing us out."4 

Railroads 

The railroad was probably the chief capitalist enemy of the farmer. 
''Transportation is the great question of the day," said the Elk City 
Eagle in 1890. Our farmers, merchants and stockmen are at the mercy 
of the railroad companies, who by combinations and extortionate rates 
swallow up almost the entire product of the country."5 Although rail­
roads had been encouraged and heavily subsidized in boom years, they 
Were criticized bitterly by farmers during the depression. Farmers 
could not understand why it was necessary to pay the money equivalent 
of one bushel of wheat or corn to ship another bushel to market; why it ---2/ndustrial Free Preu (Winfield), May 23, 1890. 

3 
Kansas Farmer (Topeka), June 7, 1888, P· 3. 

'Kansas Bureau of Labor and Industry, Nintlt Annual Report, 1893, p. 173. 
6 

lndustrial Educator (Winfield), May 9, 1890. 
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cost more to ship products a short distance than a long distance over the 
same line; and why railroads could overcapitalize their assets and issue 
.fictitious or watered stock enabling them to charge higher freight and 
passenger rates. 

The last mentioned abuse was the subject of much discussion among 
area farmers. One writer said, "if the government should control the 
railroads in the interest of the people, the first step would be to squeeze 
the water out of them and base charges on actual cost and running 
expenses only and not on false or watered stock. In short, do away with 
the whole robber system of transportation charges as at present."6 C. 
Wood Davis, a farmer at Goddard (Sedgwick county), Kansas, and 
former freight and passenger agent of a railroad, wrote a lengthy article 
which appeared in a national magazine on the overcapitalization abuse. 
After citing several examples from railroads that ran through the area, 
he said that many auxiliary lines had been built in Kansas "at costs 
ranging from $8,000 to $15,000 per mile, and capitalized at two, three, 
four and five times their cost." He also wrote that while the railroads of 

·the state were "capitalized at $52,155, they are assessed for purposes of 
taxation of $6,595 per mile."7 

In addition to oppressive freight rates, farmers complained of the 
close tie up between the railroads and the grain elevators. "The railroads 
own all the elevators and the railroads are owned by the Money Kings 
of London," declared one area resident.8 This. was undoubtedly an 
exaggeration, but there was an element of truth in the charge. The grain 
buying monopoly of railroad owned elevators was the subject of bitter 
complaint. It was charged that railroads protected other elevators by 
not permitting grain to be loaded directly into cars or by refusing to 
grant sites to build rival elevators. Farmers also objected to the low 
grading of wheat and to the railroad's practice of overcharging freight 
on grain shipped from points where no scales were available to weigh 
the grain.9 

6 lndustrial Free Press (Winfield), December 12, 1890. 
7 C. Wood Davis, "The Farmer, the Investor, and the Railway," The Arena, Vol. 3, No. 15, 

February, 1891, pp. 297, 301. 
8 Industrial Free Press (Winfield), May 23, 1890. pf 
9 Hallie Farmer, "The Railroads and Frontier Populism," Mississz'ppi Valley Historic 

Review, Vol. XIII, No. 3, June, 1926, p. 390. 
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Railroads were also charged with having too much political in­
fluence. By means of free passes, lobbyists, and campaign contributions, 
railroads were able to dominate a number of state governments and 
prevent the passage of legislation hostile to their interests. An interest­
ing account of the role of railroads in Kansas politics is found in Wil­
liam Allen White's autobiography. In the late 1880's and early 1890's, 
White worked for Thomas Benton Murdock, who was owner and ed­
itor of the El Dorado Daily Republican, a Republican state senator from 
Butler county, and a brother of Marcellus M. Murdock of the Wichita 
Eagle. The following paragraph is in White's words: 

Looking back at the campaign which made him [T. B. Murdock] a state 
senator, I can see that it was symptomatic of the economic and social change that 
had come into the country. He was supported in his candidacy by the Santa Fe 
Railroad and opposed by the Missouri Pacific. . . . Kansas was veined by railroads 
running for the most part east and west-the Union Pacific, the Rock Island, the 
Santa Fe, and the Missouri Pacific. And each railroad had become, in its own 
territory, a political overlord. When two railroads crossed a county, often in those 
days the railway overlords struggled for domination, which was both unethical 
and wasteful .••. The system spread pretty well over the Mississippi Valley and 
the South. New England may have had its own way of political life; but we-in 
the vast rural areas-we still were a rural people. With us, the great public ser­
vice corporations, which of course included the railways, the telephones, the 
banks, the insurance companies, and the packing houses, took charge of politics.10 

Financiers 

Eastern and European financiers ranked second only to the railroads 
as the chief capitalist enemies of the farmers. The source of this hostility 
lies in the age old struggle between debtors and creditors. For purposes 
of this study the struggle commenced during the Civil War. The North 
financed the war to a large extent by borrowing and issuing fiat or in­
convertible paper money known as greenbacks. The National Banking 
System was also established during the war. National banks were given 
the exclusive right to issue bank notes when the note issues of state 
banks were taxed out of circulation in 1865. A serious inflation resulted 
from the wartime expansion of money and credit, and for a time debt­
ors benefited and creditors suffered. 

Then after the war the tables turned. Conservative Republican ad­
ministrations retired a portion of the greenbacks and a large part of the ---lO The Autobiography of William Allen White, pp. 177-178. 

[251] 



ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT IN SOUTH CENTRAL KANSAS 

national debt. This meant that not only fewer greenbacks remained in 
circulation but also fewer National Bank Notes that the law required 
to be backed by government bonds. 

Another issue of paramount importance was the money standard. 
Debtor farmers wanted a bimetallic standard or the free coinage of both 
gold and silver while eastern creditors favored a monometallic or gold 
standard. To a large extent the latter group won the day on this issue, 
and the supply of coins was not so large as it might have been under a 
bimetallic standard. 

The period of conservative monetary, banking, and fiscal policy con­
tinued with little abatement from the close of the Civil War until near 
the end of the century. A generally declining price level and a rise in 
the value of money also marked this period. Western farmers who had 
borrowed to buy land and equipment at inflated prices during the Civil 
War or the boom years of the eighties had to pay their debts in money 
of increased purchasing power. Naturally, they blamed eastern finan­
ciers who were thought to be in control of the government's financial 
policy. An article in one area newspaper said: "More money means 
prosperity for the masses. We want prosperity. The Government has 
the power to give us more money. Why do they not do it? Because 
what means prosperity for the masses is against the interest of the 
money power, who control our government."11 

Eastern capitalists who held the debt of western communities were 
the chief target of attack. According to the western farmer, the greedy 
eastern capitalist received the interest on his mortgage and the taxes 
that were used to pay interest on his bonds. The capitalist, farmers 
thought, manipulated the government's financial policy so as to make 
it almost impossible for them to pay the principal and free themselves 
from debt. 

Reasons Farm Commodity Prices Low 

It has been observed that the low price of farm commodities and the 
high price of purchased goods was a problem of much concern to the 
farmer. "There is too much discrepancy between what will buy a dollar 
and what a dollar will buy," observed one area farmer.12 Although a 

11 Industrial Free Press (Winfield), June 20, 1890 ("Alliance Notes"). 
12 Kansas Bureau of Labor and Industry, Ninth Annual Report, 1893, p. 371. 
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few farmers explained the low prices of the things they sold in terms of 
overproduction, a majority were positive that the chief causes were un­
derconsumption, the shortage of money and credit, and overgreedy 
middlemen. By underconsumption, the farmer meant that the laboring 
masses were held down to a subsistence level and were able to consume 
only a fraction of the food and other products that they needed and 
desired. 

Speculation and monopoly in the leading farm commodity markets 
were held in great opprobrium by the farmer. The markets for grain 
and meat, the two leading agricultural products of the area, were said 
to be dominated by monopolists. Farmers and stockmen "are being de­
liberately and wrongfully injured by the dressed beef barons of Chicago 
and Kansas City," declared one farm newspaper.13 Another area farmer 
quoted a speech of Senator Plumb's to the effect that Kansas had been 
"fleeced by the Chicago Cattle trust out of $40,000,000 on its cattle and 
hogs sent to market."14 As for the grain buying monopoly, one area 
newspaper warned its readers that the largest grain dealer of St. Louis 
was forming a combination in Kansas "to knock down the price of the 
coming new crop of wheat."15 Speculation in grain futures was also 
frowned upon; and C. Wood Davis, the Sedgwick county farmer, casti­
gated this alleged evil in an article which appeared in a national maga­
zine.16 

Reasons Farmers Paid High Prices 

The farmer felt that the monopolist held him in a vise and was 
slowly crushing him to death. Not only did the monopolist depress the 
price of the products he bought from the farmer, he also raised the price 
of products he sold to the farmer. The late nineteenth century was a 
period of rapid business combination and consolidation, and the farmer 
viewed the growth of monopoly business with alarm. On all sides he 
saw the old competitive order of small business give way to the new era 
of industrial capitalism with its corporations, pools, trusts, holding com­
panies, and mergers. One area farmer said, "the farmers are being 

13 Kansas Farmer (Topeka), February 5, 1890, p. 4 ("Beef Combine"). 
1' Kansat Farmer (Topeka), June 7, 1888, p. 3. 
115 lndu;trial Free Pru; (Winfield), June 13, 1890 ("Farmers Read This"). 
16 C. Wood Davis, "When the Farmer Will Be Prosperous," The Forum, Vol. 9, March, 

1890, p. 348. 
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pressed on all sides by these pools and rings, which are giving them 
about as heavy a burden as they can bear; and if they are pressed much 
closer, it will create within them a malicious feeling towards the op­
pressors. "17 More specifically, the farmer objected to monopolies that 
supplied products indispensable for farm operations, such as farm im­
plements, barbed wire, and binder twine. 

Other Complaints 

Farmers also attributed some of their troubles to the government's 
land policy. Envious eyes were cast upon the vast tracts of land held by 
the railroads, and Professor Shannon writes, "The railroad land monop­
oly, looked on by the farmers as sheer theft, could not be forgiven."18 

Alien landlordship was vigorously attacked, and in the area. there was 
the notorious example of William Scully to attract attention to this 
issue. Lastly, there was some opposition to the tariff, but in the main 
the farmers were indifferent to this issue. 

In conclusion, it might be well to summarize the investigation of 
the Kansas Bureau of Labor and Industry in 1893. The Bureau asked 
Kansas farmers why farming did not pay. Out of a total of 252 replies 
received from area farmers, the reasons given were as follows: low 
prices, 80; drought and crop failure, 37; money scarcity, 23; railroads, 
22; high taxes, 19; high interest rates, 19; high cost of purchased goods, 
9; middlemen, 2; other reasons, 3; no reason given, 38.19 

Farmer's Economic Program 

Having diagnosed the cause of his distress, the farmer set about to 
devise a course of action that would restore his industry to a state of 
health and vigor. His response was both individual and collective. He 
might grow more food for his family's needs and plan his farm opera­
tions on a more rational basis. Individual measures of this sort might 
alleviate his distress, but for effective action he needed to band together 
with other farmers. An organized group of farmers might accomplish 
a number of things. It could pool the knowledge, experience, and re­
sources of its members and draw upon outside sources of information 

17 Kansas Farmer (Topeka), June 28, 1888, p. 6. 
18 Fred A. Shannon, The Farmer's Last Frontier: Agriculture, 1860-1897, p. 302. 
19 Kansas Bureau of Labor and Industry, Ninth Annual Report, 1893, pp. 50-607. 
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and support. It could strengthen the farmer's bargaining position in the 
market by organizing cooperative buying and selling agencies. Above 
all, it could be an instrument of political action in an attempt to reform 
the economic and social framework of society. 

The action program of area farmers progressed through several 
stages from 1887 to 1896. Although farmers resorted to individual 
measures throughout the period, the trend was toward collective action. 
Farmers' organizations first appeared ,on a local basis but soon confed­
erated into county, state, and national organizations. Moreover, a 
change took place in the nature and objectives of these organizations. 
Founded originally as educational and social agencies, they soon became 
involved in problems of immediate concern to their members. Farmers 
demanded direct economic action, and by working through their local 
organizations they were able to boycott businessmen and establish 
buying and selling cooperatives. 

In time it was realized that the cooperative program was little more 
than a palliative and that the central economic issues were political in 
nature. The farmer reasoned that, if he could not succeed by casting his 
dollar vote in the market place, another possiblity was to use his polit­
ical vote to elect governing authorities who would implement his pro­
gram. Farmers' organizations that had once remained aloof from pol­
itics now entered the political arena to battle for their cause. At first 
they attempted to win over the ·two major political parties to the 
farmer's cause; when this effort failed, farmers' organizations joined 
forces with other reform movements to form a new third party. With 
this instrument the farmers battled the def enders of the old order in 
what is now regarded as one of the most controversial struggles of 
American history. 

Individual Action 

The depression challenged the farmer to make the best possible use 
of his limited resources. His first concern was to provide a bare mini­
mum of food, clothing, and shelter for himself and his family. Since 
llloney was scarce, he economized on its use by living a relatively self­
sufficient existence. Farmers generally kept chickens, hogs, and cows 
to supply eggs, meat, lard, milk, butter, and cheese. Vegetable gardens, 
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fruit orchards, and watermelon patches were carefully cultivated. Sur­
plus eggs and butter might be bartered at the general store for such 
articles as sugar, coffee, and cloth. 

In spite of discouragements, commercialized farming continued on 
a limited scale. It was usually possible to market one or more crops at a 
small pro.fit that might be increased substantially by adopting a system 
of rational farm planning. Farmers experimented with new crops and 
new techniques; they varied the proportion of land planted to different 
crops in response to climatic changes and relative price changes.20 

Collective Action 

The individual farmer soon discovered that he needed help if he was 
to adapt successfully his system of agriculture to conditions of depres­
sion and subhumid climate. Local farmers' organizations began to grow 
out of this need. Although these organizations usually date from the 
early years of settlement, they became very numerous and influential in 
the years of drought and depression after 1886. Professor Malin de­
scribed in some detail the activities of the Wayne Township Farmers' 
Club of Edwards county from 1886 to 1893. He says that these farmers 
"were necessarily engrossed in the question of what crops to grow and 
how to grow them." They discussed such things as the relative merits 
of corn and wheat; the possibility of introducing new crops, such as 
Kafir corn,. broomcorn, and other sorghums; and the problems of pro­
cessing and marketing their crops.21 

Since local organizations were limited in the help they could give 
their members, there was a demand for larger organizations. Township 
clubs began to confederate into county, state, and national organiza· 
tions. An example of a large-scale organization was a farmers' conven· 
tion held at Wichita in December, 1888. In attendance from the south· 
western counties of Kansas were a large number of farmers who "took 
counsel with one another in relation to the best crops to raise and how 
to raise them." Among the subjects discussed were corn growing, sugar 
making, silk culture, cotton growing, and irrigation. A resolution was 

20 James C. Malin, "The Adaptation of the Agricultural System to Sub-Humid Environment 
Illustrated by the Activities of the Wayne Township Farmers' Club of Edwards County, Kan· 
sas, 1886-1893," Agricultural History, Vol. 10, No. 1, January, 1936, pp. 125-139. 

mzbid., pp. 125-141. 
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adopted urging farmers in all the counties of southwestern Kansas to 
form associations to be known as Farmers' Institutes.22 

The years after 1886 witnessed the growth of a number of farmers' 
organizations in the area and the state. In addition to the "Patrons of 
Husbandry," or "Grange," which had been a significant movement 
during the early 1870's; there was the Farmers' Trust Association of 
America; the Kansas Farmer's Loan and Trust Company; the Farmers' 
and Laborers' Union of the State of Kansas; the Mutual Protective As­
sociation; the United Farmers' Association; the Farmers' Mutual Bene­
fit Association; and the Farmers' Alliance. 

Farmers' Alliance 

By a process of natural selection the weaker organizations began to 
disappear or merge with the stronger organizations until there emerged 
one dominant organization, the Farmers' Alliance. The Alliance was 
organized to raise the farmer to a higher plane-to forward his develop­
ment mentally, morally, and financially. Only farmers, their wives, 
sons, and daughters over 16 years of age were eligible for membership.23 

There is some dispute regarding the origin of the Farmers' Alliance 
in Kansas. Miss Barr, one of the historians of Kansas Populism, says the 
organization dates back to the Settlers' Protective Associations or Set­
tlers' Alliance of the early 1870' s. This Alliance was formed to protect 
the land claims of settlers against those of railroads in the Osage ceded 
lands.24 Professor Hicks and Dr. Miller believe that the Kansas Alliance 
movement was the outgrowth of the National Farmers' Alliance or 
Northern Alliance organized at Chicago in October, 1880.25 Soon after 
the Chicago meeting, the Farmers' Alliance of Butler county issued a 
call for a farmers' convention to consider a state organization. At the 
convention held at Topeka on January 12, 1881, a permanent organiza­
tion was formed; and, according to Dr. Miller, "During the course of 
the year, the Alliance grew rather surprisingly, and reported as high as 
171 local Alliances."20 ---22 Kansas Farmer (Topeka), December 20, 1888, p. 11 ("Farmers' Convention At Wichita"). 

23 Topeka Daily Capital, October 15, 1890 ("The Alliance") . 
• 

24 Elizabeth N. Barr, "The Populist Uprising," History of Kansas, William E. Connelley, 
e<litor, Vol. II, p. 1158. 

25 John D. Hicks, The Populist Revolt, A History of the Farmers' Alliance and the People's 
Parry, pp. 96-102 . 

• 
211 Raymond C. Miller, "The Populist Party in Kansas," Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, 

University of Chicago, 1928, p. 8. 
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Meanwhile, the movement had been growing in the southern states 
after the farmers of Lampasas county, Texas, organized an Alliance in 
1874 or 1875. Both the Northern and Southern Alliances were active in 
Kansas and the area after 1886, but the latter organization rapidly sup­
planted the former organization.27 

Prosperity in the mid-eighties dampened the ardor for the Alliance 
movement, but with the collapse of the boom the movement experi­
enced a phenomenal growth. The post-boom movement started in 1887 
with the organization of several sub-Alliances in Cowley county. By 
May of 1889 this county had 46 sub-Alliances with a total membership 
of 2,300.28 The movement spread rapidly to other parts of the area and 
the state and reached a climax in 1890, when there were 2,886 sub-Al­
liances in the state with an estimated membership of 140,000.29 

In a few years the Farmers' Alliance evolved from a predominately 
educational and social organization to an active participant in politics. 
In the intervening period its efforts were concentrated upon direct 
economic action in the form of cooperative buying and selling. 

Alliance Cooperative Movement 
Embattled farmers were not content to let their Alliances become 

debating societies. They demanded swift action to redress their griev­
ances. While farmers talked politics and turned out at the polls to 
punish their enemies and reward their friends, they realized that it 
would take time to change the political order of the day. In the mean­
time, they could work at home to correct some of the economic abuses. 
Buying and selling monopolies might be opposed by boycotts and 
farmers' cooperatives, and to this course of action they turned with a 
vengeance. 

We need to unite to improve our financial condition and prevent ourselves 
from being made the prey of all other branches of industry [wrote a Cowley 
county farmer in 1890]. Unorganized, we become the prey of all; organized wef 
become the equal of any .... The most difficult problem that presents itsel 
to the farmer is, "How to get a fair and reasonable profit for a season's ho~est 
labor?" We would answer, by co-operating for financial benefit and becoming 
a sharer in its profits. 30 

zr Hicks, op. cit., p. 104 . 
.2S Kansas Farmer (Topeka), May 9, 1889, p. 6 ("Farmers' Alliance Notes"). 
29 Topeka Daily Capital, October 15, 1890 ("The Alliance"). ir 
30 Kansas Farmer (Topeka), January 22, 1890, p. 12 ("Farmers Should Attend to The 

Own Business Affairs"). 
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The Alliance cooperative movement got under way in January of 
1889, when societies in Cowley and Harvey counties obtained charters. 
During that year 17 societies secured charters in the area. The move­
ment reached a climax in the following year when 30 charters were 
granted in the area and 101 in the state. In 1890 more charters were 
issued to cooperatives and Farmers' Alliance organizations than to any 
other type of business in Kansas.31 From 1889 to 1893, 59 charters were 
granted in the area and 182 in the state. Table 16 gives a breakdown by 
subareas and by local and county cooperative organizations. 

Local Cooperatives 

Alliance cooperatives were generally organized on a local basis be­
fore an attempt was made to form county and state organizations. After 
agreeing on the need for a cooperative, the farmers of a community 
would meet together to reach decisions on such matters as the type of 
business to be conducted, the amount of capital to be subscribed, the 
election of directors, and the securing of a charter. After selecting a 
business manager and securing a store and a stock of goods, the society 
was ready for business. Most of the cooperatives in the area combined 
buying and selling in a general merchandising type of business. For 
example, the Farmers' Alliance Store Company of Norwich (Kingman 
county) was authorized by its charter "to conduct a general mercantile 
business, to purchase and sell all kinds of farm implements, to deal in 
coal, to buy and ship all kinds of grain and stock and engage in such 
other enterprises as may be found advisable or profitable to the mem­
bers of the Alliance."32 On the other hand, several local societies car-

Table 16 
Number of Charters Granted to Cooperative and Farmers' Alliance Organizations, by Subareas 

and by Local and County Organizations, 1889-1893 

Area Local 

Eastern subarea 13 
Central subarea 22 
Western subarea 7 

Area total 42 

Source: Secretary of State, Kansas, Corporation Charter Bool(s, 1889-1893. 

~ 

County 

6 
10 
1 

17 

81 Kirke Mechem (ed.), The Annals of Kansas, p. 114. 
82 Secretary of State, Kansas, Corporation Charter Book No. 36, p. 306. 
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ried on more specialized activities. Charters were granted in the area for 
two flour mills, one loan association, one grain elevator, one printing 
and publishing association, one creamery, one cheese factory, and one 
labor exchange. 

For a time, at least, the local cooperatives achieved some measure of 
success. A number of them were able to buy and sell in carload lots, 
purchase supplies at wholesale rates, and absorb some of the middle­
man's profit. One area farmer wrote as follows in this connection: 

Valley Alliance No. IS, Reno county, is in a flourishing .:ondition .•.. We 
are buying and selling our commodities on the cooperative plan ... and we have 
found out that by thus doing we can go to the banks (if need be) and hire money 
at bank rates and pay cash for what we get and save money. We have also found 
that wagons, plows·, wire and even lumber, have come down wonderfully in 
price in our local market since the organization of the Alliance. . • . What we 
are doing is being done throughout the State wherever the Alliance is organized, 
and I am pleased to say that the organization is spreading very rapidJ.y .... 
Farmers, make the calculation of how many middle-men you could dispose of in 
your own little town by attending to your own selling and purchasing.33 

Even though they accomplished some of their objectives, local so­
cieties labored under a number of handicaps. They had difficulty rais­
ing capital among depression ridden farmers; without capital, they 
could not make savings on bulk buying and selling. Cooperatives 
threatened local businessmen who often retaliated by refusing to buy 
from wholesalers and manufacturers who sold to cooperatives. 

County Cooperatives 

Rather than accept def eat, farmers organized county and state asso­
ciations that would perform certain functions beyond the capacity of 
local societies. The farmers of Harvey county organized the first county 
cooperative association in January of 1889. During the next five years 
similar associations were formed in 16 area counties. Table 16 shows 
that over half of the local and county societies were in the central sub­
area, where the Alliance movement was especially strong. 

County cooperatives were generally capitalized at a much higher 
figure than their local counterparts. The authorized capital stock of the 
42 local societies ranged from $200 to $100,000, with an average of $18,-
434. On the other hand, the 17 county organizations had a range 

33 Kansas Farmer (Topeka), March 28, 1889, p. 6 ("Alliance Matters"). 
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from $20,000 to $500,000 (both Cowley and Rice counties had coopera­
tives with an authorized capital of $500,000), and the average was $113,-
600.34 

Although the amount of capital actually subscribed was probably 
well below the authorized figure, county cooperatives generally had suf­
ficient resources to handle a fairly large volume of business. The 
Farmers' Alliance of Cowley county reported in May of 1889 that their 
county exchange was "organized with a capital of $500,000; it is doing 
a splendid business-far exceeding our expectations."35 While most 
county societies carried on a general mercantile business, a few 
branched out into such other lines as milling, elevators, printing and 
publishing, manufacturing, and banking. In March of 1890 the Harper 
County Alliance was said to have an exchange store "which is doing a 
fine business, and are thinking of establishing a flouring mill and a few 
grain elevators soon."36 

It is interesting that two cooperative loan associations were estab­
lished in the area. The Farmers' Cooperative Loan and Trust Associa­
tion of Sumner county was chartered on December 11, 1890, to transact 
business at Wellington with an authorized capital of $100,000.37 An 
article in the Kansas Farmer told of a similar organization in Rice 
county. 

In view of the disposition of many loan companies not to renew maturing 
loans, a number of leading farmers of Rice county organized the Kansas Alliance 
Loan Association, tpe object of which is to loan money on first mortgage real 
estate security .... To make this association valuable to farmers it will be neces­
sary for all farmers' organizations to co-operate and take shares in order to 
handle the mortgages falling due. 38 

County cooperatives were more successful in dealing with private 
businessmen than their local counterparts. In a sense the farmers were 
at war with the merchants of the town. The combatants employed 
shrewd tactics in an effort to win the struggle. The merchants of Win­
field, for example, formed The Merchant's Protective Association "to 
boycott all wholesale merchants who sell to 'Alliance' or 'Lodge' 

u Secretary of State, Kansas, Corporatz'on Charter Books, 1889-1893. 
35 Kansas Farmer (Topeka), May 9, 1889, p. 6 ("Farmers' Alliance Notes"). 
36 Kansas Farmer (Topeka), March 19, 1890, p. 6 ("Harper County Alliance"). · 
37 Secretary of State, Kansas, Corporation Charter Book No. 35, p. 426. 
38 Kansas Farmer (Topeka), March 11, 1891, p. 11. 
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stores."39 Alliances in other parts of the area reported similar boycott 
action.40 In retaliation, farmers passed resolutions similar to the follow­
ing: ·"Resolved that they [Payne Alliance, Sedgwick county] would 
patronize no manufacturing firm that refuses to sell direct to farmers 
through their Exchanges, and pledges their patronage and support to 
their County Co-operative Association."41 

State Cooperatives 

Once local and county societies were functioning, it was logical to 
go one step farther and organize a state cooperative exchange. Farmers 
saw the need for a central organization to handle the sale of farm com­
modities at terminal markets, to co-ordinate the purchase of equipment 
and supplies, and to provide other specialized services. Action was taken 
accordingly. At the State Alliance Convention in Newton during 
August of 1889, a committee of three was appointed to draft a plan for 
a state exchange.42 Plans were quickly completed, and in October of the 
same year a charter was granted to The Kansas Alliance Exchange 
Company with headquarters at Topeka. About a year later the organi­
zation was moved to Kansas City, Kansas, and capitalized at $500,000.43 

The exchange at Kansas City made arrangements with two commission 
companies to handle the grain and cattle received from Alliance mem­
bers. It also made contracts with manufacturers enabling it to supply its 
members with binder twine and "hundreds of car loads of farming im­
plements and machinery" at a substantial reduction in price. One area 
newspaper said, "Notwithstanding all opposition the State Exchange 
grew and prospered, and in less than one year's time the business trans­
acted amounted to one million dollars."44 

39 Industrial Free Press (Winfield), May 28, 1891 ("The Merchant's Protective Association"). 
4° Kansas Farmer {Topeka), March 12, 1890, p. 7 ("Organization Notes"); Kansas Farmer 

{Topeka), March 19, 1890, p. 6 ("Harper County Alliance"); Kansas Farmer {Topeka), May 
28, 1890, p. 4 ("Sedgwick County"). 

u Kansas Farmer (Topeka), May 28, 1890, p. 4 ("Sedgwick County"). 
'2 [ndustrial Free Press (Winfield), January 16, 1891 ("The Kansas Alliance Exchange 

Company"). 
'8 Secretary of State, Kansas, Corporation Charter Book No. 36, p. 282. 
"Industrial Free Press (Winfield), January 16, 1891 ("The Kansas Alliance Exchange 

Company"); Kansas Farmer (Topeka), May 6, 1891, p. 4 ("Kansas Alliance Exchange Com· 
pany"). 
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Decline of Movement 

The cooperative movement grew and prospered for several years but 
eventually fell upon evil days. It was plagued by such things as the 
shortage of capital, the lack of capable business managers, and the op­
position of private businessmen~ The movement also had a serious psy­
chological obstacle to overcome. Even with the best of intentions, 
farmers had difficulty suppressing their individualistic temperaments 
and cooperating in a collective enterprise. These were, no doubt, serious 
handicaps; but, when the scourge of nationwide depression was added 
to them, the cooperatives were dealt a mortal blow. The number of 
charters issued to these organizations declined from 101 in 1890 to nine 
in 1895; during the next four years not a single charter was granted in 
Kansas.45 

Farmers' Political Program 

Meanwhile, farmers had begun to take an active interest in politics. 
They believed that their hardships were largely due to political causes 
and could be cured by legislation. One area resident described the po­
litical ferment of the period in the following words: 

On every hand the cry of hard times, low prices, high interest, and oppressive 
taxes can be heard. These remarks have become so general and the idea itself has 
become so prevalent, that the farmers can be seen on every street corner, road 
crossing and even in the fields discussing the present situation. They have become 
aroused to a full sense of their duty and instead of discussing partisan politics in 
a wild unfriendly manner, they are talking over a system of government, that 
would give them the necessary relief.46 

Informal street corner discussions led to more formal consideration 
of political issues at Alliance meetings. Farmers and farmers' wives 
turned out in mass to hear the discussions, and the country school houses 
reverberated with the sound of oratory and pointed debate. The ques­
tions of finance, money, transportation, interest, mortgages, taxes, 
monopoly, political graft, etc., were discussed from every possible angle. 

Propaganda 

In preparation for the discussions, farmers spent long hours reading 
reform literature. They received a veritable avalanche of newspapers, 

45 Mechem, op. cit., pp. 114-128, 145, 161, 187, 202. 
48 Industrial Free Press (Winfield), June 13, 1890 ("The Farmers' Aroused"), 
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tracts, and pamphlets published by Alliance and other reform organiza­
tions. By 1891 a total of 150 newspapers belonged to the Kansas Reform 
Press Association; of this number, 42 were published in the area.47 All 
but two of the area counties had at least one reform paper, and 13 
counties had two or more. Cowley county, which led the state with five 
reform papers, -was an important propaganda center for the reform 
movement. At Winfield the Vincent brothers published the Non-Con­
f ormist, one of the leading reform papers of the state. They also pub­
lished numerous tracts and pamphlets and supplied patent inside, or 
boilerplate, for many of the less flourishing papers of the reform faith.48 

Besides printed matter, lecturers were employed to spread the doc­
trine of the Alliance. Each level of organization-local, county, con­
gressional district, state, and nation-had its lecturer who was skilled in 
organizational matters and in spreading the political doctrines and ar­
guments that were most effective.49 

Reforms 

From the grassroots discussions there emerged a clearly formulated 
set of objectives, methods, and reform measures for the guidance of the 
national organization. One authority wrote that the prime object of 
the Farmers' Alliance was: 

••• to better the condition of the farmers of America, mentally, morally, and 
financially; to suppress personal, sectional, and national prejudices ••. to return 
to the principles on which the government was founded, by adhering to the doc­
trine of equal rights and equal chances to all and special privileges to none; to 
educate and commingle with those of the same calling, to the end that country 
life may become less lonely and more social; to assist the weak with the strength 
of the strong, thereby rendering the whole body more able to resist; and to be· 
queath to posterity conditions that will enable them, as honest, intelligent, indus· 
trious producers, to cope successfully with the exploiting class of middlemen.110 

To implement these objectives, three methods were adopted-social, 
business, and political. With respect to the political methods, it was 
stated: 

'
7 Populist Hand-Book for Kansas, 1891, p. 283. , 

'8 Raymond C. Miller, "The Populist Party in Kansas," Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Uni· 
versity of Chicago, 1928, p. 57. 

'
9 Ihid., p. 177. 

50 Washington Gladden, "The Embattled Farmers," The Forum, Vol. X, November, 1890, 
p. 319. 
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All questions in political economy will be thoroughly discussed, and when the 
order can agree on a reform as necessary, they will demand it of the government 
and of every political party; and if the demand goes unheeded, they will find 
ways to enforce it. The most essential reforms must come from legislation, but 
tha~ does not necessarily compel the necessity of choosing candidates and of filling 
the offices. Such a course may become necessary, but it will not be resorted to 
under any other circumstances.51 

Numerous reforms were demanded. They consisted of such 
measures as government ownership and control of railroads and tele­
graphs, the Subtreasury Plan, free coinage of silver, abolition of na­
tional banks and the substitution of legal-tender treasury notes for na­
tional bank notes, prohibition of gambling in stocks, prohibition of 
alien ownership of land, and direct election of United States Senators.52 

The Subtreasury Plan, the leading reform measure of the Farmers' 
Alliance, called for the establishment of government warehouses in 
each county where demanded. Farmers were to deposit cotton, wheat, 
corn; oats, or tobacco in the warehouses and receive in turn treasury 
notes for 80 per cent of the market value of the deposited produce. In­
terest at 1 per cent per annum was to be charged on these crop loans. 
Furthermore, farmers were to receive for deposited produce warehouse 
receipts that were negotiable by endorsement. If the products were not 
redeemed within 12 months the government was to sell them to satisfy 
the debt. This plan was intended to accomplish two major objectives: 
to make it unnecessary for farmers to dump their products on a de­
pressed market and to expand the currency.53 

Reform newspapers devoted much space to the Subtreasury Plan, 
and it received widespread support from area farmers. One farmer 
forced to dump his wheat on a depressed market said this plan "is a 
panacea to my offended feeling, because it intends to cure the ills of a 
suppressed market in the fall, and a flushed market some other time of 
the year, an evener of conditions insuring to the producer the full bene­
fit of his products."54 Although Congress defeated the Subtreasury 
Plan in the 1890's, a similar plan, known as the Ever-Normal Granary, 
was passed during the 1930's. 

st !hid •• p. 320. 
t
2 lhid., pp. 320-321. 

63 Carl C. Taylor, The Farmers' Movement, 1620-1920, pp. 243-246. 
~Kansas Farmer (Topeka), October 14, 1891, p. 4 ("The Sub-Treasury Plan"). 

[265] 



ECON0MIC DEVELOPMENT IN SOUTH CENTRAL KANSAS 

Political Strategy 

Once the program was adopted, the Farmers' Alliances sought to 
translate it into law. At first an attempt was made to work with the old 
party organizations and to win them to the Alliance cause. When this 
attempt failed the Alliance broke party lines and resolved not to vote 
for any man who refused to endorse its program. Typical of the many 
resolutions passed by local Alliances was the following: "As the old 
parties have not been working for the interest of the masses-the great 
common people-but against them, Payne Alliance [Sedgwick county] 
also resolved that they will not support either of the old parties, and 
favored an independent, non-partisan movement."55 

Meanwhile, efforts were being made to win the Alliance member­
ship to the support of a new third party. While Kansas was predom­
inantly a Republican state, several third party movements had been 
gaining strength since the early 1870's. These were the Greenback, Anti­
Monopoly, and Union Labor parties. The interesting thing is that 
leaders of the old third parties who lived in the area were instrumental 
in forming the new third party that was soon to sweep the state. Early 
in 1888 leaders of the Union Labor Party in Kansas formed a secret, 
oath-bound society known as the Videttes. Its purpose was to prevent 
fusion with the Democratic or Republican parties. After the defeat of 
the Union Labor Party in 1888, the Videttes met in Wichita, where 
they disbanded their order and the state committee of the Union Labor 
Party and organized in their place a State Reform Association. Judge 
W. F. Rightmire of Chase county was elected president; other area 
leaders in attendance were John R. Rogers, publisher of the Newton 
Kansas Commoner, and Henry Vincent, one of the brothers who pub­
lished the Win.field Non-Conformist.56 

The Videttes realized that, if the Alliance movement could be won 
to a new third party allegiance, there was a strong possibility of electing 
reform governments on county, state, and national levels. They also 
realized that the Southern Alliance was better suited to their purposes 
than its northern counterpart. According to Mr. Rightmire, the south-

65 Kansas Farmer (Topeka), May 28, 1890, p. 4 ("Sedgwick County"). 
u W. F. Rightmire, "The Alliance Movement in Kansas-Origin of the People's Party," 

Transactions of the Kansas Historical Society, 1905-1906, Vol. IX, pp. 2-3. 
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ern organization "held secret meetings, had a ritual, secret work, grips, 
and passwords . . . and was a close organization, obeying the directions 
of its general officers." The northern organization, on the other hand, 
"held open meetings, and was of the nature of a cooperative society."57 

To speed the growth of the Southern Alliance in Kansas, Rightmire, 
Rogers, and Vincent went to Texas in 1887 and were initiated into the 
order. Upon their return they were successful in persuading Benjamin 
H. Clover, state president of the Northern Alliance, to swing over to 
the southern organization. A farmer from near Cambridge, Cowley 
county, Clover had been a Greenback and Union Labor Party man. He 
was an early leader of the Farmers' Alliance and served as president of 
the local, county, and state Alliance before he was elevated to vice-presi-­
dent of the national organization in 1890. Clover was also a Populist 
United States Representative from 1891 to 1893.58 

Clover used his influence to change the northern sub-Alliances into 
secret southern sub-Alliances. His efforts met with great success. In 
March of 1889 it was reported, "The Southern organization is known 
as the Farmers' State Alliance and Co-operative Union of Kansas, and 
is especially strong in the counties of Reno, Cowley, Chautauqua, 
Sumner, Jackson, Jefferson, Shawnee, Harvey, Butler, Kingman, Sedg­
wick, Rice, Labette, Marion, McPherson, Marshall, Ford and Clark."59 

It is noteworthy that 11 of the 18 counties were in the area. 

Populist Party 

The next step was to organize a third party. It was logical that the 
party should be organized in Cowley county, where the Alliance was 
probably stronger than in any other county in the state. In the summer 
of 1889 disgruntled farmers withdrew from the ring dominated Repub­
lican convention in that county. Under the leadership of Henry Vin­
cent, Benjamin Clover, and others, the farmers joined forces with the 
Union Labor and Democratic Parties to form the People's or Populist 
Party on September 31, 1889. In the November election the People's 
ticket won an overwhelming victory. The Winfield Courier, a Repub­
lican paper, reported the victory as follows: 

67 Ibid., p. 3. 
118 Black.mar, op. cit., Vol. I, p. 375. 
fJ9 Kansas Farmer (Topeka), March 21, 1889 ("Farmers• Alliance Notes,.). 
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It was known that the Farmer's Alliance was a growing organization and 
would in all probability cut some figure in the result. But the unanimity with 
which it supported the People's ticket was not looked for. The cause of the "dis­
turbance" is plainly shown by reference to the table of returns. In every locality 
where the Alliance was strong, the People's ticket had large majorities, and in 
every township where there was no Alliance, the usual vote was cast. The Alliance 
for this year at least has been handled as a very compact and orderly political 
machine. Whether this is to continue as its policy is not known. 60 

The new party spread like wildfire after its initial success in Cowley 
county. In January of the following year a state People's party was or­
ganized at Topeka. While the Farmers' Alliance was the dominant 
organization in the new party, other reform organizations played an 
active part in the movement. Participating in the organization of the 
state party were delegates representing the Farmers' Alliance and In­
dustrial Union, the Patrons of Husbandry, the Farmers' Mutual Benefit 
Association, the Knights of Labor, and Single Tax clubs. 

Once started, the movement continued to grow until a national 
People's party was organized at Cincinnati in May, 1891. The Vincent 
brothers were among the leaders who took the initial steps in forming 
the national party; Judge Rightmire called the Cincinnati meeting to 
order, and Judge William A. Peffer, Populist United States Senator 
from Kansas and former editor of the Kansas Farmer, made the open­
ing address. 61 

Crusade of 1890 

In Kansas the new party mustered its forces in preparation for the 
election campaign of 1890. Years of hardship and want had prepared 
the ground for momentous changes. The people were hungering for a 
Moses to deliver them from the shackles of bondage. When the Moses· 
appeared in the form of a new party, there was a great emotional up­
heaval. It was not so much a political campaign as a "religious revival, 
a crusade, a pentecost of politics in which a tongue of flame sat upon 
every man, and each spake as the spirit gave him utterance."62 

During the summer and fall a camp meeting atmosphere pervaded 
the countryside. Picnics, barbecues, and Fourth of July celebrations be-

60 Barr, op. cit., pp. 1160-1161. 
61 lbid., pp. 1164, 1174-1175. 
62 lbid., pp. 1164-1165. 
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came occasions for great political conclaves. Picnic lunches were pre­
pared by farmers' wives while the menfolk finished the chores and 
hitched up the wagon to carry the family to the meeting. Long parades 
of vehicles proceeded down the mainstreet of town on the way to the 
picnic grove. Games and frivolity were not lacking, but the main event 
of the day consisted of numerous political speeches continuing for hours 
on end. 

Mary Elizabeth Lease 

Among the many farmers and farmers' wives who "spoke up in 
meeting" for the first time there were a number who discovered latent 
oratorical powers. Foremost among them was Mrs. Mary Elizabeth 
Lease of Wichita. At the age of 17 she had come to Kansas from Penn­
sylvania to teach school. After marrying, she and her husband took up 
a claim in Kingman county, where five of her six children were born. 
Life on the farm was unrewarding, and in 1877 the Lease family moved 
to Wichita. Here Mary not only reared her family but found release for 
her driving energy by studying law. She passed the bar examination 
and was admitted to the Kansas bar in 1885. Three years later, while 
attempting to escape from the rain, she dropped in on a union labor 
meeting. Before the meeting was over, she had made a rousing speech 
that brought her political potentialities to the forefront.63 

For the next decade or more Mary Lease was in great demand as a 
public speaker. After joining the Knights of Labor and taking an active 
part in the Union Labor Party movement, she became a member of the 
Farmers' Alliance and the Populist Party. For a time she was editor of 
the Wichita Independent, a reform paper which gave her a medium 
for reaching the people. In the election campaign of 1890 she was the 
stormy petrel who blasted away at the foundations of the Republican 
party and urged the farmers of Kansas "to raise less corn and more 

63 She was described as "an Irishwoman by birth ... typically fervid, impulsive and heroic. 
All the hatred of oppression and scorn of oppressors, which every true son and daughter of 
Erin feels, found vent in Mrs. Lease's public utterances as she denou_nced th~ greedy governing 
class which has grown rich and powerful at the expense of the impoverished and helpless 
multitude." Annie L. Diggs, "The Women In The Alliance Movement," The Arena, Vol. VI, 
July, 1892, p. 165. Among the causes which Mary Lease supported during her lifetime (1853-
1933) were: women suffrage, prohibition, socialism, birth control, and evolution. Although 
1>ocial questions were her main interest, there was a lighter side to her nature. Taking up 
bicycling in 1895, she "threatened to call on M. M. Murdock of the Wichita Eagle, who was 
'anti-new woman,' in a fancy bloomer suit." Mechem• op. cit., p. 195. 
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Hell."64 She was variously known as "Mary Ellen," "Mary Yellin' ," 
"The Greatest Living Stateswoman," and "The American Joan of Arc." 
In one of her most famous speeches she said: 

This is a nation of inconsistencies. The Puritans fleeing from oppression 
became in turn oppressors. We fought England for our liberty and put chains 
on four millions of blacks. We wiped out slavery and by our tariff laws and 
national banks began a system of white wage slavery worse than the first. Wall 
Street owns the country. It is no longer a government of the people, by the people 
and for the people, but a government of Wall Street, by Wall Street and for Wall 
Street. The great common people of this country are slaves, and monopoly is the 
master. The West and South are bound and prostrate before the manufacturing 
East. Money rules, and our Vice President is a London banker. Our laws are the 
output of a system which clothes rascals in robes and honesty in rags. The parties 
lie to us and the political speakers mislead us. We were told two years ago to go 
to work and raise a big crop, that was all we needed. We went to work and 
plowed and planted; the rains fell, the sun shone, nature smiled, and we raised 
the big crop that they told us to; and what came of it? Eight-cent corn, ten-cent 
oats, two-cent beef and no price at all for butter and eggs-that's what came of it. 
Then the politicians said we suffered from over-production ••.• The main ques­
tion is the money question .... There are 30,000 millionaires' in the United 
States. Go home and figure out how many paupers you must have to make one 
millionaire with the circulation only $10 per capita •••. 'We want money, land 
and transportation. We want the abolition of the National Banks, and we want 
the power to make loans direct from the Government. We want the accursed 
foreclosure system wiped out. Land equal to a tract thirty miles wide and ninety 
miles long has been foreclosed and brought in by loan companies of Kansas in a 
year. We will stand by our homes and stay by our fireside by force if necessary, 
and we will not pay our debts to the loan-shark companies until the Government 
pays its debts to us. The people are at bay, let the blood-hounds of money who 
have dogged us thus far beware.65 

Jerry Simpson 

If Mary Lease was the woman of the hour, the man of the hour was 
Jerry Simpson of Medicine Lodge. Simpson was born in New Bruns­
wick, Canada, in 1842 of Scots-English ancestry. As a boy he moved 
with his family to Michigan. After a common school education he 
served for about 20 years on Great Lakes steamers, rising to the rank 
of captain. He came to Kansas in 1878; after living in Jackson county 
for a time, he took up a claim near Medicine Lodge in 1883. Success re­
warded his efforts in the cattle business for several years, but the terrible 
winter of 1885-1886 killed his herd and wiped out his lifetime savings. 

°'Betty Lou Taylor, "Mary Elizabeth Lease: Kansas Populist," Unpublished Master's thesis, 
University of Wichita, May, 1951, pp. ·1-20. 

65 Barr, op. cit., p. 1167. 
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In the years of adversity Simpson turned to politics. He joined the 
Greenback and Union Labor parties and became a convert of Henry 
George's single tax scheme. He was an unsuccessful candidate for the 
state legislature on the Greenback and Independent tickets in 1886 and 
1888.66 

- The growth of the Farmers' Alliance and Populist Party was instru­
mental in changing Simpson's political fortune. His campaign for Con­
gress as a Populist in 1890 was one of the most colorful in the state's 
history. A remarkable speaker, Simpson drew large crowds as he cam­
paigned throughout the "Big Seventh" District of 37 counties, more 
than one third of the entire area of the state. The colorful character of 
his campaign is illustrated by the following contemporary account: 

The big meeting held at Medicine Lodge, September 27, was by far the largest 
gathering ever held in Barber County. Over five hundred teams and a large num­
ber of persons on horseback formed in procession and marched through Main 
street to the beautiful grove on the outskirts of town. Flags and banners decorated 
nearly every vehicle. Old politicians stood aghast, and were heard to remark: "We 
didn't know there were so many people in Barber county." There were several 
good speakers, and close attention was given to all that was said. When our 
"Jerry" stepped on the platform such cheering was never heard in those woods 
before; men, women and children stood on the seats, waved their hats and 
handkerchiefs and gave cheer after cheer. If the whole "Big Seventh" could have 
witnessed the reception given Mr. Simpson, they would have known whether or 
not he is popular at home. To say that we are proud of him does not half express 
it; and then we have not the slightest doubt that he will be our next Represent­
ative in Congress.67 

During the course of. the heated campaign the rival candidates in­
dulged in a little name calling. In one speech Simpson referred to his 
Republican opponent, Colonel Jam es R. Hallowell of Wichita, as 
"Prince Hal" whose "tender feet are encased in fine silk hosiery." Simp­
son then lifted his trouser leg and exhibited a naked leg and foot. He 
declared that under the high tariff the Kansas farmer "can't have no 
drawers, and ain't got no socks." It was here that Victor Murdock, a 
young reporter for the Wichita Eagle, gave him the title "Sockless 
Jerry." Sometime later William Allen White referred to Simpson as 
the "Sockless Socrates."68 

116 Percy S. Miller, op. cit., pp. 94-97. 
117 Kansas Farmer (Topeka), October 8, 1890, p. 4. 
68 Percy S. Miller, op. cit., p. 98; Mechem, op. dt., p .110. 
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Sizable Victory 

In other parts of the area the· campaign of 1890 was waged with 
fiery zeal. At El Dorado, T. H. Murdock exclaimed to W. A. White, 
"By Godfrey's diamonds, something's happening, young feller! These 
damn farmers are preparing to tear down the courthouse 1"69 Years 
later White recalled, "In those El Dorado years we attempted to para­
lyze the Farmers' Alliance, and were ridden in effigy through the 
streets of town; a boycott was declared on the paper, and the candidate 
for county attorney on the Alliance ticket bought a gun to answer our 
charges."70 

Election day, November 4, 1890, witnessed a mass movement of 
farmers to the polls. When the ballots were counted, the Farmers' Alli­
ance and Populist Party had won a sizable victory. Jerry Simpson and 
Ben Clover went to Congress with large majorities. In other parts of 
the state John G. Otis of Topeka, John Davis of Junction City, and Wil­
liam Baker of Lincoln won congressional seats. In the State House of 
Representatives the Populists won 92 seats as against 26 for the Repub­
licans. The victory was not clear cut, however, for all but one of the Re­
publican state officers were re-elected, and the Republicans remained in 
control of the state senate.71 

After the election, the Populist House of Representatives was handi­
capped by Republican control of the Senate and the state offices. Al­
though most of the cherished measures-transportation, money, and 
land-were defeated, a bank control bill was enacted into law, and 
Judge W. A. Peffer was sent to the United States Senate to replace John 
J. Ingalls, the Republican Senator of many years' standing. 

Election of 1892 

Partial success only whetted the appetite for total success. All efforts 
were concentrated upon winning the election of 1892. On June 15, 1892, 
the Populist Party convention met at Wichita, where a new leader of 
the movement made his appearance. Lorenzo D. Lewelling, a Wichita 
produce commission merchant, was chairman of the Sedgwick County 

69 The Autobiography of William Allen White, p. 184. 
70 William Allen White, Forty Years on Main Street, p. 11. 
n Mechem, op. cit., pp. 110-111. 
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People's Party committee. He so impressed the delegates by his brief 
and ably prepared address of welcome that he was nominated as the 
party's candidate for Governor of Kansas.72 

The Populist campaign of 1892 was waged in much the same man­
ner as that of 1890. It was characterized by all day picnics, parades, and 
hours and hours of political oratory. Mary Lease, Jerry Simpson, L. D. 
Lewelling, and Judge Rightmire were prominent area leaders who 
campaigned vigorously throughout the state. Mary Lease joined Gen­
eral James B. Weaver, the Populist candidate for President of the 
United States, in a nationwide campaign tour. Judge Rightmire toured 
the state asserting that in 1892 the Kansas farmers had raised wheat 
worth 39 million dollars and oats worth 10 million dollars and had 
paid out over 59 million dollars in freight rates, interest, and taxes. Mary 
Lease also joined Jerry Simpson for a time; in one speech she declared 
in her inimitable manner, 

Farmers all; ye men with "hayseed in your hair," tax receipts in your money­
less purses, despair in your hearts, and unsocked feet, "stand up and be counted," 
for the emancipation of the 'sockless' wealth producers of your country from 
their vassalage to the monopolists of money, transportation, communication and 
exchange. Take a firm hold of the plow of progress and hang on, and never 
let go until the setting sun on the evening of presidential election day in Novem­
ber, 1892 shall gild the victorious banner of Independent People's Party. 

72 Lorenzo Dow Lewelling was born December 21, 1846, near Salem, Henry county, Iowa, 
of Quaker parentage. His father was a Quaker minister. Lorenzo was left an orphan at the 
age of seven, and at an early age was forced to make his own living. At the outbreak of the 
Civil War he enlisted in the Union Army, but soon after his relatives secured his release on 
the grounds that war was against the tenets of the Quaker faith. Lorenzo then worked as a 
bridge builder. At the close of the War he entered Eastman's Business College, at Pough­
keepsie, New York. Upon graduation, he came west, and for a time taught in a negro school 
in Missouri. In 1868, Lewelling entered the newly founded Whittier College at Salem, Iowa, 
where he received a degree. While in school he desired to become a man of letters. He corres­
ponded with John Greenleaf Whittier, the Quaker poet, seeking advice as to a career. Whittier 
advised a life of service to mankind rather than that of a secluded man of letters. Lorenzo 
acted on this advise. For a number of years he was superintendent of the Iowa Industrial 
School for Girls. He was also the founder and editor of the Des Moines Capital, an anti-ring 
Republican paper; and he served as a member of the board of directors of the State Normal 
school at Des Moines. In 1887, he moved to the booming city of Wichita, where he was engaged 
in the produce business until his elevation to Governor of Kansas in 1892. He received his 
party's nomination for governor in 1894, but was defeated by the Republican nominee. In 
1896, Mr. Lewelling was elected to the state senate, and in the following year he was appointed 
a member of the Board of Railroad Commissioners of Kansas. He died at Arkansas City, 
September 3, 1900. W. J. Costigan, one of Lewelling's closest political and personal advisers, 
wrote that, "No man in Kansas embodied more humanity, fellow-feeling, and goodness •••• 
When seated in the executive chamber and burdened with business, 'the humblest negro in 
Kansas was sure of a respectful ·audience from him. Whether as governor or private citizen, 
he was always one of the most accessible of men." Costigan, op. cit., pp. 121-126; Kansai City 
Star, November 9, 1954 ("Whittier Advised A Future Governor of Kansas Against a Literary 
Career"). 
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Off hats! Give it with a will! Be heard from the mountains to the seal Three 
times three cheers and a tiger for 'Sockless' Jerry Simpson.78 

The election returns on November 8 showed an even greater vic­
tory than two years previous. The entire Populist state ticket was 
elected, and Lorenzo D. Lewelling became the first Populist Governor 
of Kansas. Jerry Simpson was sent to Congress, as were John Davis, 
William Baker, and T. J. Hudson. General Weaver carried the state by 
a majority of nearly 6,000. In the state legislature, however, the victory 
was divided between the Populists and the Republicans. The Populists 
gained a majority of 23 in the State Senate while in the House the re­
turns showed a slight majority for the Republicans.74 

The inauguration on Monday, January 9, 1893, proved to be a gala 
event. Topeka was crowded with farmers and other well-wishers "who 
felt that this was the day of their salvation, and of their deliverance 
from the clutches of the money power."75 In the vanguard of the elab­
orate victory parade rode Mrs. Lease in a new silk dress and bonnet. 
Governor Lewelling made an inaugural address and defined the func­
tions of government in the following words: "Government is a volun­
tary union for the common good. It guarantees to the individual life, 
liberty and pursuit of happiness. The Government must make it pos­
sible for the citizen to live by his own labor. The Government must 
make it possible for the citizen to enjoy liberty and the pursuit of hap­
piness."76 

Disappointment 

The great hopes held out for the "first people's government of the 
world" proved to be unfounded. Governor Lewelling' s administration 
was torn by dissention and conflict. Civil war was barely averted in the 
struggle over contested Republican seats in the House of Representa­
tives. During the greater part of the session there were two lower 
houses of the legislature-one Republican, one Populist, each insisting 
it was the legally constituted body. The legislative war diverted atten· 

73 Taylor, op. cit., p. 21. . 
74 W. P. Harrington, "The Populist Party in Kansas," Collections of the Kansas State Hts· 

torical Society, Vol. XVI, 1923-1925,. pp. 423-424. 
76Barr, op. cit., p. 1181. 
76 lhid., pp. 1182-1183. 
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tion from other issues, and no reform measures became law.77 To this 
crisis was added dissention within the ranks of the Populist Party. Gov­
ernor Lewelling and Mary Lease became bitter enemies as a conse­
quence of Mrs. Lease's removal from the State Board of Charities.78 

Ben Clover, who had been refused the Congressional renomination in 
1892, publicly recanted and went over to the Republican Party.79 

Defeat in 1894 

Discredited by the legislative war and torn by internal strife, the 
Populists were in a weak position to .fight the campaign of 1894. They 
also lost the support of the Democratic Party, an element of strength in 
the elections of 1890 and 1892. In view of these handicaps, it is ndt sur­
prising that the Republicans carried the state in November, "electing 
the entire state ticket and every member of Congress except in the sixth 
district, where William Baker survived-the lone Populist representa­
tive."80 

Armageddon 

The election campaign of 1896 was not the .first great battle fought 
by the farmers against the industrial sector of the economy, but it was 
the last. On the national level it was a "battle of the standards." The 
Populists joined forces with the Democrats to support ·William Jen­
nings Bryan ("The Boy Orator of the Platte") for President on a free 
silver plank. The Republicans, on the other hand, nominated William 
McKinley as their standard bearer and worked for a gold standard. 

Although the national crusade met with defeat, the state campaign 
was the most successful the Populists had yet waged. The party cap­
tured all branches of the state government. The new Populist Governor, 
John W. Leedy of Coffey county, had the Supreme Court, both houses 
of the legislature, and the state officers on his side. No impediments 
seemed to stand in the way of the long deferred reform program. Some 
reform measures, such as regulation of stockyards, the weighing and 
inspection of grain, and state uniformity of textbooks, became law. But 

77 Harrington, op. cit., pp. 424-431; Barr, op. cit., pp. 1184-1198. 
TS Taylor, op. cit., pp. 44-46. 
'19 Harrington, op. cit., p. 434. 
80 Ibid., p. 435. 
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an important part of the program, including such things as the bill to 
reduce interest rates, the initiative and referendum, and the . railroad 
bill failed. A railroad bill finally passed at a special session of the legis· 
lature, but later the Supreme Court of Kansas declared it unconstitu· 
tional.81 

Decline of Populist Party 

The Populist Party faded out of the political spotlight after 1896. 
Several fact~rs were responsible for its demise. In the first place, the 
party was torn by ideological disputes. Some of the leaders wanted to 
turn the clock back to the simple agrarian economy of the pre.Civil 
War period. Others, realizing that there was no possibility of turning 
back, were committed to government intervention in business and 
limited experiments with state socialism as a means to combat the evils 
9£ monopoly capitalism. Professor Nevins points to the glaring lack of 
a true intellectual_ basis for the Populist Party in Kansas. "Their move· 
ment," he says, "was too much a horny.handed blow at intolerable 
hardships, too little a hardheaded probing of their social and economic 
predicament."82 

Secondly, the leaders could not agree upon what political tactics to 
employ. Some favored fusion with the Democratic Party; other refused 
to compromise the party's principles, believing that the Populist Party 
would eventually become one of the two major parties in the nation. In 
Kansas, Governor Lewelling and Mary Lease represented the fusionist 
and antifusionist factions of the party respectively. Mrs. Lease broke 
with the party over this issue in 1894 and in 1896 went so far as to cam· 
paign for the Republican presidential candidate, William McKinley.83 

Thirdly, there were· the problems of lack of experience and chican· 
ery. As with all parties, the Populists attracted their quota of politician~ 
who were only interested in the prestige, spoils, and emoluments of 
office. Commenting upon the Populist legislative session of 1897, one 
sympathetic newspaper remarked, "One of the greatest disadvantages 
in the way was that too many of the members were inexperienced. 
They knew nothing of the difficulties and hindrances which must be 

81 Jbid., p. 443-446. 
82 Allan Nevins, Kansas and the Stream of American Destiny, p. 17. 
83 Taylor, op. cit., pp. 48-52. 
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overcome before anything could be accomplished. Too many members 
were devoting their attention to matters which would give them notori­
ety and prestige. Others occupied valuable time looking after patronage 
for themselves and friends."84 

Fourthly, the rank and file membership was undependable. There 
was a mass of farmers whose allegiance to the Populist Party waxed and 
waned in accordance with their economic well-being. The economic re­
covery after 1896 found the farmers abandoning the radical third party 
program and returning to the old party fold. 

Populist Contribution 

In spite of their meager accomplishments, the Populists did make a 
notable contribution to the tradition of American liberalism. They 
alerted the mass of middle class Americans to the danger of monopoly 
capitalism. William Allen White was typical of many middle class 
leaders who jeered and ridiculed the Populists in the nineties but later 
incorporated many of their principles and program into his personal 
philosophy and worked for the regeneration of American business and 
politics. According to Professor Nevins, "What Kansas Populism did 
was to help throw a bridge from J e.ffersonian liberalism to the Progress­
ivism of Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson."85 In 1914, Mary 
Lease looked back at her political career and said proudly: 

In these later years I have seen, with gratification, that my work in Kansas 
in the good old Populist days was not in vain. The Progressive party has adopted 
our platform, clause by clause, plank by plank. Note the list of reforms which 
we advocated which are coming into reality. Direct election of senators is assured. 
Public utilities are gradually being removed from the hands of the few and placed 
under the control of the people who use them. Women suffrage is now almost a 
national issue. Prohibition, thank God, is spreading across the country like wild­
fire. Brother, the times are propitious. The seed we sowed out in Kansas did not 
fall on barren ground. 86 

Better Times, 1897-1900 

Populism and prosperity did not go well together; and while the 
one declined, the other became more apparent. After the long years of 

m Harrington, op. cit., p. 445. 
811 Nevins, op. cit., p. 13. 
80 Kansas City Star, March 29, 1931 ("Advise to Raise 'Less Corn and More Hell' Still 

Good, Says Mary Ellen Lease at 78."). 
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depression and hardship the clouds lifted in 1897. On the national level 
there was an expanding volume of money and credit, due largely to the 
discovery of gold in Alaska and South Africa. The Spanish American 
War was another factor of some importance in stimulating business re­
covery. A combination of factors was encouraging to the agricultural 
economy of the area. Rainfall was above average in three of the four 
years from 1897 to 1900. Crop yields were more abundant, and there 
was a noticeable improvement in the prices of various farm commod­
ities. Debts had been reduced in the years of economy to reasonable pro­
portions. People returned to the area in growing numbers. Those who 
remained during the long years of settlement, extravagance, and de­
pression learned many lessons that were to contribute to a more or-! 
derly development of the area in years to come. 

1 
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