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Poetry of Kansas. 

Preface , 

I t i s w ith considerable interest that this inves-

t i g a t i o n of the facts concerning the literature of Kansas 

has been made. After some study it has seemed best to limit 

the research to the poetry of Kansas; the thr i l l ing h istory 

of Kansas has inspired many a h i stor ian , within the state 

and elsewhere ; the prose f i c t i o n i s better known than the 

poetry , at least the best of our f i c t i o n , hence the f i e l d 

most unexplored, most unknown and therefore most interesting 

i s the f ieId of poetry * 

The next consideration is the question of how t o 

def ine a Kansas and to determine what poetry we can ca l l ours . 

A poet to be a Kansas poet must certainly have l ived long 

enough i n Kansas to have become a Kansan-~by this is not 

meant the necessary s i x months which the law r e q u i r e s , but 

long enough to be i d e n t i f i e d w ith Kansas l i f e and character , 

to know K a n s a s , her h istory , her hopes and her ideals and. 

himself to be a part of them. Then i f he move away to another 

state and continue to write poetry, we shall claim him, i f , 

i n a d d i t i o n , he s t i l l writes of Kansas, and i f he has written, 

poetry while here , or spent some impressionable years h e r e . 

another d i f f i c u l t y in determining what is Kansas 

poetry is the rreager biographical data for most of the poets. 

I n some instances , the Kansas publ i sher ' s name on the t i t l e 
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page i s a l l one has to determine whether volume may be 

included in the c lass i f icat ion of poetry of Kansas. The 

early books, for the most part show no preface or introduction 

and offer no clew to the poet T s place and his time, A few 

books bear no date , so have been placed in separate 13>st 

under heading of "No Date" in the-bibliography. 

I t is my b e l i e f that more attention should be paid 

to s t a t e l i terature as such. At present I can find but 

l i t t l e e f f o r t along the line of state l iterary history , lly 

attention has been called to va work on the literature of 

South Carolina by Professor Wauchope of the University of 

that state . Profess or S . L . \7hitcomb has extensive notes on 

Iowa l i t e r a t u r e which might w e l l serve a s the basis of. an 

interest ing work -on that s t a t e ' s l i terature . In a book 

called "The Sunshine S t a t e " , by Prank Hansom, a short 

paragraph on the l i terary beginnings of South Dakota is found• 

The Quarterly of the Iowa Library Commission for ffaauary, 

1905 contains an a r t i c l e on " Iowa in the World* s L i terature " 
j 

by-Johngon Brigham, the State l i b r a r i a n . Mr. Brigham main-

t a i n s that a poet or other author belongs to a state when he 

contributes something to that stater-either by. presenting 

i t s traditions and customs and history , thus preserving tljem 

for the future generations of the state , or b y adding t o , and 

by enr iching these traditions ,or by ideal i z int the s tate . 
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To a certa in extent, in presenting this study of 

Kansas w r i t e r s , some such general d e f i n i t i o n as this has 

been kept in mind* I have also been guided by those who 

have made collections of Kansas poetry, in including or 

excluding certain names. 

For my study of the poetry I have read the f i fty-

seven or eight volumes of poetry in the l ibrary of the 

Un ivers i ty of Kansas, which forms the basis for my investi-

gations* I have had access to the library of the State 

Historical ' Society at Topeka. I wish to thank the l i b r a r i a n , 

Miss Clara Francis for the kindness in sending me books and 

pamphlets from the Historical Society , Also I am extremely 

grate fu l to Professor iVhitcomb of the University who has 

greatly assisted me by his notes on a number of the volumes of 

Kansas verse , and b y many suggestions, as ?/ell a s by allowing 

access to his notes on the l i terary history mentioned above . 

I t was at f i r s t my intention to arrange this study 

into a sort of l i terary history and to treat each period 

chronological ly . Later study convinced me that such a treat-

ment would be too long and too monotonous, so I have t r i e d 

to group certain poems and authors in a more c r i t i c a l manner, 

b e l i e v i n g that the bibliography-will supply such items as the 

importance of certain per iods , as to kinds and style of work, 

and ind icate roughly the h istorical perfection of Kansas 

v e r s e , at least as to quantity of production. 
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Studies in Kansas Poetry. 

Introduction. 

The time has passed when to c a l l a poem- American 

poetry , d ist inguishes it c learly or places it in a signif-

icant category. . With the vast and ever increasing mass of 

American verse certain divisions naturally arise and we re-

cognize groups of poets with characteristic tendencies . 

These groups may he marked out by time, place or poetic 

q u a l i t y ; so we have early American poetry, which sh ows 

marked contrasts to our later poetry, and New England poetry 

as d i s t i n c t from the poetry of the South and West. These 

d iv is ions have for some time been noted and we have, of l a t e , 

many volumes introducing collections of the poetry of the 

South , of New England, of the West; but so far no one has dis-

covered any poet who belongs to the great Middle West, though 

many now r e a l i z e that the Middle West has , and is now producing 

excellent poets . Some attempts have been made to collect 

the works of these poets and lay the foundation for a greater 

structure devoted to the appreciation of the poetry of the 

Middle 'Jest. 

Kansas w i l l have her place in this great l i t e r a r y 

structure , Kansas , the center of the Middle West, the center 

of America ; Kansas , whose bloody and terrible struggles 'have 

shown the heroism and loyalty of her menand women; Kansas , 



5, 

whose v a l i a n t and glorious "birth and wonderful growth have 

furnished themes, not only for her own singers but f o r many 

s ingers of America. "He who adds one thing to l iterature i s 

immortal " , says one; then we must study our Kansas writers 

and see i f we cannot d iscover , among the many who have w r i t t e n , 

some 7/hose names are to be immortal* 

Organized as a terr itory i n 1854 on the 30th of May, 

Kansas began her eventful career . I n 1856 "The Kansas War11 

a Heroic Poem by Theodore Pwight was w r i t t e n , thus was Kansas 

early the subject of song and story. On January 29th, 1861 

she was admitted a s a state* and six years later , Evender C* 

Kennedy of Leavenworth published a narrative poem called 

" O s s e o , the Spectre C h i e f t a i n " • This poem is an epic i n e ight 

cantos . The author i n h is Preface of fers b i s attempt to h i s 

f r i e n d s w i t h only hope of a kina thot in r e t u r n , " f o r the many 

weary days and nights I have spent trying to consummate t h i s , 

my b loodless ambit ion " . " I f I can be permitted to occupy 

the most secluded niche i n the Temple of Calliope and add but 

a s i n g l e jewel to the casket of American Poetry I w i l l have 

gained the highest wish of my most i dea l dreams". He knows 

not whether h i s reward w i l l be "hope or despair but waits 

the r e v e l a t i o n s of the mysterious f u t u r e " . 

The period from 1854 to 1869 shows some l i t e r a r y 

productions , including h i s t o r i e s of certain years of K a n s a s , 

l e t t e r s to eastern f r iends by those l iv ing in Kansas, descrip-



tions an d narrations of the l i f e and the country of Kansas . 

But to expect imaginative literature of a people who must not 

only make t h e i r homes and build them up , but must also make 

a s tate , would be hardly reasonable . Yet these years were , 

apparently , not without p r o f i t , and tho the poet T s souls were 

s i lent for a time they must have been in the making, and gettin 

ready to s i n g . 

The years between 1869 and 1879 were not so barren : 

we f i n d two books of poetry here but far more creative work 

of other t y p e s . This period was one of growth for Kansas and 

consequently a time of exultation and hope. "The Kansas 

1 

Magazine " was now given to the world, and this fact alone 

would make the period s ign i f icant . 

The third period , from 1879 to 1889 , shows many 

interest ing t i t l e s of volumes of poetry. Quite unexpectedly 

the f i r s t Kansas poem—"Osseo f the Spectre C h i e f t a i n " — i s 

not of Kansas s o i l , though it i s a poem of the original I nd ian 

dwellers in the western lands . Wm. Crabb in 1873 called h is 

book of poetry "Poems of the P l a i n s " , and this is the begin-

ning of a long l i s t of books to bear a t itle suggestive of the 

"great American D e s e r t " . I n 1888 a volume appears by Charles 

Brower Peacock with the same t i t l e "Poems of the P l a i n s " ; i n 

1885 El len P . Alter ton publishes "Poems of the P r a i r i e s " ; 

i n 1886 Celeste May names her volume of verse"3ounds of the 

P r a i r i e ; i n 1888 is a c o l l e c t i o n of poems by various HandsK .U . 

1 . See History of this magazine in connection w i t h 

other Kansas Magazines in later chapter. 
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I n the next period s t i l l more collections of poems 

appear , with t i t l e s suggestive of Kansas. "Song of Kansas" 

i n 1890 by Joel Moody; " Pra ir ie Flowers" in 1891 by J. W. 

Beebe ; "Kansas Zephyrs" 1892 by Harry M i l l s ; "Walls of Corn" 

i n 1894 by E l l e n Al lerton ; and "Kansas Day" in 1892 by 

F . H . Barrington . 

Other books w ith similar t i t l e s are found, also i n 

the l a s t period , from 1899 to date . toother book by Ed . B la ir 

i n 1901 is ca l led "Kansas Zephyrs" ; "Kansas in l i terature " in 

1900 by Wm. H . Carruth; " Select Sunflowers" in 1901 by Harry 

M i l l s a l l have flavor of the s o i l at least in t i t l e . 

F ive collections or anthologies of Kansas verse are 

to be f o u n d . The f i r s t in 1888 i s a volume called "Sunflowers " 

co l lected by various hands in the University of Kansas. These 

poems bear the names of undergraduates, Faculty members of the 

U n i v e r s i t y and are note worthy productions. Hattie H o m e r s 

c o l l e c t i o n of verse in 1891 and F . H . Barrington 's "Kansas 

Day" are perhaps the most important ones in the group. They 

contain many poems of local or purely Kansas interest . 

Herringshaw 1 s "Poets and Poetry of Kansas" in 1894 

i s quite d i f f e r e n t from the others. Ho gives short biograph-

ical data and a few of the poems of each author, but as a whole 

though much larger than any other of the collections , this 

one is considerably poorer in r e a l poetry. Someway he has 

f a i l e d to select representative poets or poetry—it seems 
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more a commercial venture than the others. None of the best 

of Kansas poits are h e r e — i t i s interesting , merely, as a 

c o l l e c t i o n of the works of lesser poets. In 1900 Vfm. Herbert 

Carroth of the Faculty of the University of Kansas published 

a c o l l e c t i o n of the work of Kansas poets, together with an 

introduction laying down certain canons for the qual i f icat ions 

of verse which is to be counted as Kansas verse. This col-

l e c t i o n has many excellent poems, which show imaginative thot 

and true poetic s p i r i t . 

Many volumes of Kansas poetry are without intro-

duction or preface , e s p e c i a l l y is this true in the e a r l i e r 

works , i n the last few periods some very interesting ones 

are found. Sometimes they are written by the author, fre-

quently by others , and a l l show the KansanTs longing for a 

d i s t i n c t l y Kansas l i t e r a t u r e ; they deplore the tendency to 

underrate modern poetry; they seek to set forth the Kansas 

poetry , not as remarkable or s tart l ing , but as possessing 

beauty and strength and individualism. 

Perhaps better ways to mark off the period of Poetry 

w i l l suggest themselves to others, hut in so short a period 

as f i f t y years or a l i t t l e more, no distinct developments 

can be seen as yet . 

The f i rst period begins with the entering of Kansas 

into the Union as a territory and extends up to a few years 

a f t e r the C i v i l Y/ar-~thus including the territorial struggles 

amd the C i v i l 7/ar, 
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Then the second period shows the work of the ten 

years fol lowing 1879 ; mid with the third period begins t h e 

time of the greatest production of Kansas poetry* One seemingly 

good reason for beginning the third period with 1879 is t h i s 

f a c t . For with 1880 poetry begins to appear which must have 

either local or universal i nterest . Wm. Herbert Car ruth in 

h i s introduction to h i s Kansas anthology of 1900 calls atten-

tion to the fact that i f T1a soul does not know some spot of 

earth and know it imtimately and lovingly, it cannot sing of 

the g lor ies of the earth!1 3ut he' thinks if "the picture i s 

too purely local or i n d i v i d u a l , it rusn the r i s k of missing 

the u n i v e r s a l features which s h a l l make it worthy of immortality!*1 

The local interest is perhaps the strongest motif in 

Kansas poetry and i f the poetry does not become immortal, i t 

shal l at least l i v e , as portraying the l i f e of a unique time 

and p l a c e . Some of the greatest epics , some of the f i n e s t 

l y r i c s , of the world , were purely local and individual and yet 

they have l i v e d . Perhaps several t i r e s f i f t y years w i l l add 

to and increase the interest in early Kansas days and l i f e — 

as y e t , the heppenings in the young state 1 s l i f e are too re-

cent to give a glamour thru which one may read her story with 

wonder , and see her poets with veneration. 

The personnel of the poets is not a wholly foreign 

one to this sub ject . I n the Herringshaw anthology alone the 

fo l lowing occupations are represented ; —-school teacher, farmer, 
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p h y s i c i a n , contractor and stone-mason, lawyer and carpet-

weaver . On the whole the supremacy of newspaper men and 

teachers however is noticeable . 

as far. as one may determine, the eastern and cen-

tral parts of the state have been the centers of poetic inter-

est . This would naturally and h istorically be so, for these 

parts contain the oldest and the most populated c i t i e s . 

Lawrence f V/ichita, Eewton, Topeka, Baldwin and Emporia are 

places of spec ia l l i t e r a r y interest , for these places have 

produced many of the poets , and are also notable as having 

formed the s e t t i n g for the scenes of many poems or have even 

been the subject of poems. 



I . Treatment of Nature "by Kansas Poets. 

The aspect of nature on the plains of Kansas, has 

from the f i r s t attracted the attention of the poet. He sees 

the prairie in its prist ine "beauty, as the storms sweep 

across i t , or a s it changes its appearance under the cultiva-

tion by man. The ear ly poets are impressed with the struggle 

which man had with nature before the country could be made 

a d w e l l i n g p lace . The early pioneer was in constant danger 

from f i r e and storm and heat; and the poet 's mind ever turns 

to the horror of the many forms, in which death awaited the 

early dwel ler here . 

In 1875 is a volume of poems by \7m. Darwin Crabb 

c a l l e d "Poems of the P l a i n s " . This contains narrative verse , 

the s e t t i n g of w h i c h i s in the midst of "wild natureTT. Miles 

of p l a i n s " with b u f f a l o , prair ie fowls, bees , b i r d s , and many 

v a r i e t i e s of snakes- r a t t l e r s , blue racers , bullsnakes and 

bloodsnak'es- stretch before u s . The various phenomena of 

nature he notes, the f a l l i n g of the leaves, the freezing of 

the stream, the grass , the snow, and the sunset. The r o l l i n g 

p l a i n s he l ikens to the wide sea, the wave's are green like 

the foam. The p ictor ia l view of nature is before us in these 

poems, we see the plains change in color as the heat of 

August comes on the land , and how many are the colors i n 

ITature which he sees around him, red , v i o l e t , black , green, 

dun, gray and brown. 
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She sad influence which the contemplation of nature has 

exerted over the poet does not leave him as he considers other 

things-- he sees age coming on and grows pessimistic again— 

the ravages of time, the inevitable sadness and pity of growing 

old oppress him. The most typical poem of the hook i s 

" I n d i a n Summer on the P la ins " — 

Grass , grass , p 1 ashing, plashing under the hollow grass 

H e l d , hung and hollowed over the world of grass I 

Sky of g l a s s , palm of the hand of God on high I 

Grass and *sky under and over, f i l l i n g the world and eye I 

. Space , space, and never a sign and never a single trace 

Cf f a l l e n c i t i e s , or where a tyrant has set his face1. 

Far , f ar away look at a setting star , 

With never a forest nor even a single spar, 

F a r , far a-reach from a single tree to mar 

The streaming light- to throw on the face a bar I 

Flower si flowers I t a l l e r f grander, standing above as towers, 

Over a r o o f of greenl IIow f a l l i n g their leaves in showers. 

Bloom, bloom, f ad ing , f a l l i n g , f a l l i n g away in glooml 

Green, greenl fa l l ing away, going down to a tomb I 

Hoof , roof of green wrought in wonderful woof 

Over the world as a temple, you wrought as a roof ; 

F lowers , as towers now that the crisping hours, 

Come, temple, towers, a l l feding, f a l l i n g your power si 

Stand , stand, gray, brown, dead as a withered hand, 

Gray as a ruined temple in an old and fabled land1. 

Gales , gale si swift ing running and whirling I wails 

Sounding from under the chariot wheels! gales 

Whir l ing the d u s t , tossing the grass , flapping the veils-

V e i l s , vei ls of Indian summer smoke walking the air with 

( t r a i l s . 

Redl red l ight of the sun- face of the moon o 'erspreadl 

Redder than* anything l iv ing , redder than anything dead , 

Red in the struggle of death, neither l iving nor dead— 

This is . Indian summer—red, pa in fu l ly redl 

Theodore P r i c e , in 1881 in"Songs of the Southwest" , 

i s a poet with a great love and enjoyment in nature, llo great 

philosophy of l i f e , no moral or public questions concern him; 
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his poems are f u l l of nature,- the physical , objective nature 

around him. In h i s leisure time and in h is freedom from work, 

h i s mind turned to nature and as a child he loved the outside 

world . His poetry is Kansas poetry; he knows and describes her 

r i v e r s , her treeless p la ins , the cactus, the herds of buffalo 

and b i s o n . He shows us the Kansas of early days; the k i l l i n g 

of the b ison and the curing of it by the squaw, and the wolf 

and vulture who wait outside for the bones. The history of 

Kansas is told in verse ; f i r s t the coyotes and the Indians , 

then the homes of the f i r s t white settlers , the broad p lantat ion , 

the stream which flows thru the center of the state, with the 

plum and wild grape along its flowery banks ; the wild duck and 

water hen on the water , the marmot in the fen . Then the marvel 

of the growth of the c i t i e s , where a short time before were only 

I n d i a n s , and where not long since Coronado led his horde of 

Spaniards for conquest and g a i n . 

The wild cat and panther stalk thru the caves, i n h i s 

poems, just as they did in the early days of Kansas. He adds a 

few names to the animal list- buffalo , bear , badger, otter , w o l f , 

antelope , coyote, prairie dogs, b i r d s . 

In the " P r a i r i e F i r e " — t h e terrible fear of the e a r l y 

days i s shown aga in , he p ictures devastation of the f i r e , how 

it jumps r ivers and destroys a l l before i t . 
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The ffScourge of locusts" is an interesting note to add 

to the horrors of early Kansas l i f e . 

1 . Pra ir ie F i r e . 

(door-

Smitten with wild consternation leapt the youth "beyond the 

Flashed "broad sheets of flame before him- nearer, louder grew 

the roar I 

Through the grass- roots f i e r y serpents writhing neath dense 

vapors fleam I 

High athwart the hot horizon , blood streaked pyramids of flame 
Dance along the Big Arkansas t eastward o f e r hor sister streaml * * * * * * % * * ** * * * * * * * * * * 

On and onward, redly r o l l i n g lashed to frenzy by the b l a s t , 
Terror stricken herds pursuing sweep destruction*s surges f a s t , 

Seel the flames sweep thru the grain fields- round them 

plays the lurid l ight I 
7/hile the yough and matron nerve them for the hot unequal fifcht. 
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * if* * 

Darkly beautiful at evening when the flames have hurried by , 

ire the lur id night-fires gleaming, 1 gainst the redly tinted 

sky I 

When the satiate foe ret ir ing from h i s desolated track, 

Halts at i ntervals , and campfires flash fantastic menace back! 

Far around beyond the r i v e r s , the h o r i z o n s golden rim, 

Glows anon with gleaming grandeur .—soon is veiled in twilight-

dim. 

l i g h t the f l i g h t of b r i l l i a n t genius, startl ing for a time the 
world 

'Vanes the meteors--swi f t l y fading , dewn oblivion T s 
waters hurled . 

Scourge of Locusts . 

The s e t t l e r , wearied with his t o i l s , 
Exulting scanned his fair domain; 

Dreamed of vast harvest , s when rich spoils 
Of giant f r u i t s and golden g r a i n 
Should p i l e h i s garner 1 s plenteous stores 
When Boreas thru the val ley soars. 

Dreamed o T er improvements for the land , 

Late wrested from w i l d mature1 s hold ; 

Of new inclosures ; f a n c y planned 

A domici le that should enfold 

H i s babes with greater comfort; then 

H i s eye f e l l on the f i e l d s again. 

Like Egypt 1 s devastating cloud, 

Game down the locusts- hungry host! 
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That morn, green waved plantations broad, 
That eve their verdure a l l was lost! 
Wherever vegetation grew 
The hope destroying myriads flew J 

Their f l i g h t s ecl ipse the sun with grey, 

Their myriad legions r i d the gale'; 

The scorge descends, and s t i l l they stay 

T i l l hunger desolates the vale ; 

Grim Famine1 s ghostly face appears, 

With infant 1 s moans and woman1 s tears . 

But man has grown humane to man, 

And from h i s plenteous garners p i led , 

The philanthropic current ran 

With plenty for the s e t t l e r ' s ch i ld ; 

And the succeeding year restored 

Ten f o l d what fed that insect hordel 

The next poet in this period is Charles Brower 

Peacock, w h o , l i k e h i s predecessors uses the whole Kansas p la in 

as a background for h i s poems. We f ind in him more mention of 

i n d i v i d u a l flowers and b i r d s , the bay-flower, king cu£, purple 

and red c lover , r o s e , honeysuckle's. He observes the animal 

l i f e of his day and of the earl ier days—the buffalo the 

p r a i r i e dogs, the w o l f , the snakes, the owls. The r i v e r s , the 

breeze , the f i sh in the water, the moon, stars, storm, r a i n , 

roaring of storm, the darkness, the angry blasts , the swaying 

t r e e s , the l ightning , the purple h i l l s , n ight , day, dawn, a l l 

the changing-moods of nature attract his attention., Nature i s 

used i n f igures of speech- T,Lo Yonder is the king of day, 
Peeping o ! er the forest gray. » 

The forest gray is perhaps the woods along the stream. People 

or things he wishes to praise highly he compares to f lowers . # 

I n 1882 James A* Wicker sham published a volume, cal led 

TTPoemsn. There are pleasing pictures of woody del ls , chattering 


