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			Preface to the Third Edition

			There’s nothing like a road trip — especially after you’ve been cooped up in your house for a year. The pandemic of 2020–2021 was hard on all of us, but it was really tough on places that depend on face-to-face interactions, like the more than 120 historic sites featured in this book. Many of them are small operations run by dedicated volunteers. 

			As we compiled this Third Edition of our guide, our fear was that many of these wonderful museums would be shut down permanently by the pandemic. To our relief, we discovered that this was not the case.

			As this book goes to press, many of the sites you’ll read about are still not open, or are operating on limited hours. Sadly, one favorite small museum of ours did close its doors, seemingly for good. But it was the only one. And meanwhile, many sites have been busy engaging their communities during the shutdown — holding Zoom presentations, posting to their Facebook pages — and using the downtime to make building improvements and freshen up displays. If all of these sites are not open by the time you read these words, they soon will be. And they can’t wait to welcome visitors back. In short, there’s no better time to hit the road.

			To help you in your trip planning, we’ve provided up-to-date contact information for the sites in our guide. We always urge readers to check online before traveling — now more than ever. Don’t be shy about calling ahead, either. It’s a great way to learn the best times to visit. You may even be able to book yourself a personal guided tour. Remember: These sites run on passion. The people there want to make your experience a memorable one. 

			Since 2013 we’ve put thousands of copies of this book (previously known as The Big Divide Travel Guide) into people’s hands. They, in turn, have popped them in their glove boxes and saved them on their eBook readers, so they’ll be ready the next time the urge to wander strikes. 

			Every year the Kansas-Missouri Border Region attracts history and Civil War buffs to the Heartland. Why not join them? Take a nice long enjoyable road trip this summer to explore the “Big Divide” — America’s most consequential border.

			—Diane and Aaron
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			Introduction

			Outsiders may be forgiven for thinking that a river divides Missouri and Kansas. That is only true north of downtown Kansas City, Missouri. South of there, the border runs invisibly for 150 miles, straight as an arrow to Arkansas. As you go back and forth across this unseen state line — driving the well-maintained roads from Olathe to Independence, Nevada to Fort Scott, Baxter Springs to Joplin — you may scarcely realize you are blithely tripping over one of the most turbulent and meaningful borders in the whole U. S. A.

			This line in the dirt, at 94°61’ longitude, was created as a “permanent Indian boundary” when Missouri attained statehood in 1821. It was meant to separate white settlers from the Indian tribes who had been relentlessly pushed westward since colonial times. Later that border would be the contested line over the expansion of slavery. With nothing standing between them, Missourians and Kansans freely harassed each other during the Border War mayhem. Afterward, when the country became engulfed in Civil War, not only did the cross-border violence intensify but the divided loyalties among Missourians led to even more cruelty.

			Being relative newcomers to the Kansas-Missouri Border Region, we couldn’t help but notice how often people here identified with their side of the state line. The political space between them has narrowed to almost nothing; both states, for example, now reliably vote Republican in presidential elections. But folks still let you know if they are Missourians or Kansans.

			In our experience, however, few people know that much about the history that supposedly divides them. They have some awareness of the exploits of John Brown and William Clarke Quantrill. Kansans know their state was on the right side of the slavery question and that Missouri was not. Missourians know that the University of Kansas Jayhawks are named for a band of notorious border raiders who ruthlessly plundered and burned Missouri farms and towns. Despite their sometimes sketchy recall, however, the people who live here take obvious pride in their history.

			Whether you are one of those people who call the Border Region home, or are planning a visit here, we invite you to take a road trip and discover the places where that history and culture come alive in ways that no textbook or cable TV show can. For the cost of a tank of gas and a few admission fees, you can relive some of the most dramatic episodes in U.S. history and gain a better understanding of the heroes, villains, and forces that made this region — and our country — what it is today.

			Maybe we were always meant to write this book. Our friendship, and later marriage, was sparked more than thirty years ago over the Ken Burns film The Civil War. We’d make dinner and watch it together. In 1997 we moved to Kansas City and settled in an old house two blocks east of the state line in Missouri. Soon we were taking weekend drives exploring the area and discovering its remarkable and largely unnoticed history.

			It was during a visit to the Wyandotte County Museum that Diane was introduced to a nineteenth-century reformer and women’s rights activist named Clarina Nichols, who had lived in Kansas during its most turbulent years. Meeting Nichols marked the end of Diane’s career as a textbook editor and the start of a new career in history. She became a speaker for Humanities Kansas. We created a publishing company called Quindaro Press (if you don’t know where the name comes from, you soon will). Our first title was Diane’s biography of Clarina Nichols, which was named a Kansas Notable Book and continues to inspire readers, especially young ones. (All of our history titles are listed at the back of this guide.)

			In 2010 we attended a presentation by the people who had helped create Freedom’s Frontier, a new federally designated National Heritage Area. A grassroots effort years in the making, Freedom’s Frontier was created to promote cultural awareness and tourism in the Kansas-Missouri Border Region. The presentation convinced us that it was time to share our love of this region and its unique history with our readers. 

			There is no shortage of travel guides telling you where to eat, sleep, or shop, so we decided that our guide would tell the Border Region’s story through its historic and cultural sites exclusively. Diane had the idea to structure our book as a narrative, so that a person who read only the chapter introductions would get a complete history of the Border Region. Aaron, always the critic, took the lead on the site reviews.

			We logged 4,000 miles in researching this guide, and we have rarely had more fun together. We behaved like regular visitors — albeit ones who took notes and asked lots of questions (though we usually ask lots of questions anyway!). Sometimes we had our grandchildren in tow. In short, we wanted to experience these sites just as our readers and their families could expect to. Even now a road trip feels incomplete if we aren’t making a stop at one of our favorite Border Region historic sites. 

			We want to thank Jim Ogle, Judy Billings, Fred Conboy, Julie McPike, Sonia Smith, and the site coordinators and partners of Freedom’s Frontier National Heritage Area. We could not have done this guide without their hard work. Four historians vetted portions of this book and made invaluable comments: Jeremy Neely, Jennifer Weber, Diane Mutti Burke, and Joan Stack. Carol Powers and Mary Lou Nolan made suggestions that greatly improved the look and utility of the guide. Brianna Westervelt was research assistant for our Second Edition, ensuring the information in that edition was up to date. Of course, responsibility for errors and oversights in all editions of this guide rests with the coauthors.

			Tips for the Trip

			If you haven’t noticed already, this book is organized differently from most travel guides. As history lovers writing for other history lovers, we knew you wanted to understand the full story behind the Border Region of Kansas and Missouri. Most travel guides, however, are organized geographically, so you’re forced to piece together the story from various parts of the book. 

			This guide is written like most nonfiction narratives, in chronological order. It follows a timeline that begins with the ancient land itself, then the settlement of the region’s Native inhabitants, the arrival of European settlers in the 1800s, the conflict over slavery  — the Border War, then the Civil War — events the postwar period and finally, the ongoing struggle to extend the blessings of liberty to more Americans than ever. The Border Region has more than 120 historic sites and museums that we highly recommend for exploring each of these significant eras.

			One reason we could take this approach to our travel guide is that the Border Region is relatively compact. You can put together a one-day, two-day, or weeklong itinerary based on the subjects that interest you, knowing that all the sites you’re interested in can be reached with day trips from your hotel or B&B.  

			Yet we all know how nice it is to get tips from insiders on the best places to see, or how to view Black history or Civil War battlefields. We’ve got that covered, too. In the middle of this guide are Driving Tours ranging from scenic day trips to the finest historical offerings that this area has to offer — our Border Region Top Sites. There’s also a full index with place names and an Orientation Map in the back, so you can find sites to visit that are near you.

			Each entry in our guide contains the site’s address, contact information, accessibility ([image: ]) and a description that tells you not only what to expect when visiting the site, but why that site matters in the course of history. 

			We have made this guide as smartphone-friendly as possible. For instance, all of the addresses have been checked against Google Maps — indeed, on several occasions we had to submit sites to Google’s editors so they could be added to the map. If you are reading the eBook version of our guide, you will find convenient links to websites, phone numbers, and map locations of every site.

			Now for some advice we pass along to travelers, based on our own hard-won experience taking road trips through the Border Region:

			If you can, plan ahead: Everyone loves a good last-minute, no-plan road trip. But fortune favors those who plan ahead and call ahead. Many sites have limited hours in winter, and while most are closed on major holidays, others are not. If you’re reading this in 2021, sites are still emerging from the pandemic shutdown and not back to their regular hours of operation. What’s more, most historic sites often have special occasions that you’ll only know about if you visit their websites or Facebook pages … and plan ahead.

			Don’t rush this: Most sites in this guide are free. Many charge nominal fees or ask for a voluntary donation. Your most important consideration on your Border Region road trip will be time, not money. Plan to spend one to two hours at each site so you can take in all the exhibits and trails and read all the signs. Large battlefields and museums take half a day or longer. Don’t be shy about asking for a re-entry ticket and stepping out to take a break or go eat.

			When you arrive: Sign the guest book. Nonprofit organizations need to show their donors that they are serving the public, so your signature is as good as gold. Find out if there are guided tours or self-guided tours. Take them.

			Deepen your understanding: We often use the word interpretation in this book. That simply means that someone has gone to the trouble of explaining the significance of the place where you are standing or the artifact you are looking at. Interpretation takes the objects and events at a site and weaves them together into a story — one that is rich with varying perspectives and often opposing points of view. Make the most of your visit by reading all the interpretive signs, watching the films, and walking the trails.

			Before you leave: Museum gift shops carry many items you could find online cheaper. So why buy them there? Because the money you spend at these gift shops goes directly to keeping the lights on at the historic sites they support. How many times have you given $40 to a public radio station in exchange for a coffee cup? Or paid $20 for a pie at a church sale? Even if there isn’t anything you’d like to buy, consider leaving a donation. Be generous when you visit these places that are preserving this region’s remarkable heritage. 

			Happy trails!

		


			“Hinges of History”

			You’ve probably seen enough roadside markers to know that every place in America has made some sort of history. But not every place has altered American history as frequently and as dramatically as the Border Region. So many things happened here on which the fate of the whole United States turned. We call these the “hinges of history,” and these are just a sampling of what you’ll discover in the pages ahead:

			•	The Louisiana Purchase (1803) doubled the size of the U.S., led to the journey of Lewis and Clark (1804–06), and pointed a young nation toward its frontier.

			•	The Missouri Compromise (1820) headed off sectional trouble between slave states and free states, only to tear the country apart when it was later repealed.

			•	The Indian Removal Act (1830) created a “permanent” Indian territory in present-day Kansas, and prevented pro-slavery Missourians from settling the area. Instead, overland trails originating in the Border Region took thousands of families to homes in the Far West. 

			•	The Kansas-Nebraska Act (1854) put the country on a path to Civil War and turned the Border Region into a national battleground. “Bleeding Kansas” (1856) marked a violent turn in the debate over slavery, thanks in no small part to John Brown. The Lecompton Constitution (1857) was a partisan attempt to get Kansas into the Union as a slave state, but provoked a reaction that ultimately led to the presidency of Abraham Lincoln.

			•	Missouri’s Civil War (1861) was surprisingly fierce and personal. The Union Army had trouble seizing control in the early months of the war, then had to deal with the worst guerrilla violence in U.S. history. This led to the historic Battle of Island Mound (1862), now recognized as the first time that African-American soldiers fought and died in the Civil War. 
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			  1   

			The Land

			The Kansas-Missouri Border Region comprises some 20 million acres of fields, woodlands, river valleys, settlements, and cities. No journey into this “Big Divide” is complete without exploring the area’s distinctive geography, for the land itself has helped shape the region’s history.

			In prehistoric times, what we now call the Midwestern United States lay submerged under a shallow sea that spanned the length of this continent. About 200 million years ago the water vanished, and the ocean floor — made of limestone and a tough-as-nails substrate called chert — became the prairie, a waving sea of tallgrass and wildflowers that was unrivaled for biological diversity and hypnotic beauty. 

			More than 95 percent of that prairie is now farmland or forest. What remains is mostly here, in the Flint Hills region of eastern Kansas, its rich grasses grazed upon by livestock, its splendor gazed upon by both artists and tourists. The Flint Hills are a source of state pride, as you will discover at the Flint Hills Discovery Center (link) in Manhattan, Kansas. A few miles down the road are the historically significant Mount Mitchell Heritage Prairie (link) and Beecher Bible and Rifle Church (link). Missouri is also preserving its tallgrass at select sites, including one Border Region location, Prairie State Park (link) just east of the state line.

			Nature museums and centers are another place to learn about the region’s geology, botany, and wildlife. The University of Kansas Natural History Museum (link) is the area’s premier place to learn about the diversity of life forms that have lived off this land. A number of Kansas City-area nature centers are listed at the end of this chapter. Along with the Neosho National Fish Hatchery (link), they offer road-weary travelers and their young passengers an ideal place to get out and stretch. 

			
Prairie State Park [image: ]


			128 NW 150th Ln., Mindenmines, MO 64769

			Park with visitor center, trails, and camping. Free.  [image: ]: Visitor center. Trails are unpaved. More info: mostateparks.com ✆ 417-843-6711. 

			Our Take
A beautifully tended preserve of native Missouri grasses and wildflowers.

			As we approached Prairie State Park on a bright, windless autumn day, the sky suddenly turned dark. We looked up to see the sun shrouded behind a red cloud of thick smoke. Looking to the horizon, we spotted the park ranger’s truck and the orderly row of fire. 

			The controlled burn is a familiar sight to Kansans who live near tallgrass prairie, which now relies on humans to do what lightning once did — burning off the woody plants that encroach on grassland. But it thrilled us to be witnessing this ritual in Missouri, on the state’s largest contiguous stretch of surviving prairie. 

			Prairie State Park offers a glimpse of what this part of the world looked like for millions of years: a vast sea of grass and wildflowers that supplied nutrition to the bison and elk who once defined the Western landscape. Like most surviving prairies, the 3,942-acre park sits mostly atop bedrock and a thin layer of soil, making it unfit for traditional agriculture. Supported on sturdy taproots, tallgrass can grow as high as six feet or more and withstand the harshest conditions. A total of 350 native prairie plants thrive here, supporting an abundance of wildlife, including 150 species of birds, 25 species of mammals, 25 types of reptiles, and at least 112 different amphibian types.

			Prairie State Park has a variety of interlinked hiking trails, a brookside, shaded picnic area, and primitive campsites for sleeping under the stars. The Regal Tall Grass Prairie Nature Center has east-facing picture windows for prairie-gazing. Park guides offer bison hikes and wildflower hikes. In spring you may be able to spot newborn bison with their telltale orange hides.

			
Mount Mitchell Heritage Prairie [image: ]


			29377 Mitchell Prairie Lane, Wamego, KS 66547

			Prairie preserve with hiking trail. Free.  [image: ]: No. More info: info@mountmitchellprairie.org (e-mail is promptly answered).

			Our Take
Take in the Flint Hills with this scenic hiking trail on what was once an abolitionist colony.

			Mount Mitchell Heritage Prairie was named after William Mitchell, leader of the anti-slavery Connecticut Kansas Colony, 63 men, women, and children who settled this area in 1856. At an organizing meeting in New Haven, the emigrants were treated to a rousing sermon by none other than Henry Ward Beecher, the “most famous man in America,” the celebrated abolitionist preacher and brother of Harriet Beecher Stowe, who wrote Uncle Tom’s Cabin.

			After Beecher spoke, someone declared that the settlers should not be going to Kansas unarmed. At that, an eyewitness said, “one of the audience became aroused, and to the surprise of the rest, and even himself, called out, I’ll give a Sharps rifle.” In the ensuing frenzy, twenty-five guns were quickly pledged to the colony — and Beecher pledged a matching gift of $625 to buy twenty-five more. He delivered the money along with a crate of Bibles and a note: “This book will be the foundation of your State. It will teach you to value your rights and inspire you to defend them.”

			A legend was born. Newspapers went wild reporting on “Beecher’s Bibles,” embroidering the story as they went. The guns, it was said, were smuggled into Kansas in boxes marked “Bibles.” Michael Stubbs, president of the Mount Mitchell Prairie Guards, told us that the rifles, in fact, “were prominently on display” and were actually brandished when the emigrants’ steamboat was threatened at Lexington, Missouri.

			Mitchell’s son donated these 45 acres to the state historical society in the 1950s. But it wasn’t until recently, when local residents bought the land and partnered with Kansas Audubon Society on a restoration plan, that the prairie began to return to its pristine state.From the parking lot, an easy 0.6-mile walking trail takes you to the summit, a 360-degree panorama of sky with a historical marker. Early mornings are the best time to hike Mount Mitchell, especially in the hot months of summer. You will encounter just a single clump of shade trees (with picnic table) on your journey to the summit. The park is teeming with prairie plants and wildflowers that change seasonally.  

			
Beecher Bible and Rifle Church [image: ]


			near Wamego, KS 66547

			Historic church. Free. Tours by appointment. [image: ]: Yes; enter on south side. More info: visitwamego.com  ✆  785-556-1055 to book tours. 

			Our Take
Living relic of abolitionism is worth a stop.

			During the perilous Bleeding Kansas years, colonists met for worship in homes, in tents, or outdoors. Only in 1862 was the stone building erected that came to be known as Beecher Bible and Rifle Church. Today it is a community church and meets for Sunday services. Our guided tour was brief and worthwhile.

			Near here: Mount Mitchell Heritage Prairie (see above).

			
KU Natural History Museum [image: ]


			1345 Jayhawk Boulevard, Lawrence, KS 66045

			Large museum. [image: ]: Yes. More info: naturalhistory.ku.edu ✆ 785-864-4450.

			Our Take
This university collection of natural history artifacts is well-designed and kid-friendly, with helpful staff.

			Four floors of exhibits covering millions of years of life on Earth sounds intimidating, though not as intimidating as the giant mosasaur in the lobby must have been in his day. However, from its inception over a century ago, the University of Kansas’s natural history collection has been tailored to the public. Located inside Dyche Hall in the heart of the KU campus, Today it is skillfully organized to appeal to child and adult alike.

			The signature exhibit in this museum is itself a slice of history: an enormous diorama of North American mammals that was one of the most popular attractions at the Chicago World’s Fair of 1893. Assembled by University of Kansas professor Lewis Lindsay Dyche, a naturalist with a talent for taxidermy, it depicts wolves, prairie dogs, bison, moose, and other creatures in action poses.

			After the fair, the exhibit was installed in this landmark hall and later enhanced with dioramas featuring other wildlife. Also here is Dyche’s most famous stuffed animal — Comanche, the Army horse once thought to be the sole survivor of Little Big Horn. Other exhibits include Bugtown, Explore Evolution, and the aforementioned mosasaurs.

			We found the staff knowledgeable and helpful in navigating the museum. For younger visitors, the museum has put together several scavenger hunts, available at the front desk or on the museum’s website. Paid parking is available nearby.

			
Wildcat Glades [image: ]


			201 West Riviera Drive, Joplin, MO 64804

			Nature center with walking trails. Free. [image: ]: Nature center and paved trails. More info: wildcatglades.org ✆ 417-782-6287.

			Our Take
Rare chert bluffs are the claim to fame of this nature center located at the edge of the Ozarks.

			Wildcat Park opened in 2007 as a network of trails and fishing spots covering one-half of the surviving chert glade on the planet. The Wildcat Glades Friends Group, the dedicated volunteers who took over management of the park, works closely with the Missouri Department of Conservation to help maintain the unique biodiversity of Wildcat Glades. Guided hikes are available in the summer, and the park’s nature center offers a host of programs for the public.

			To truly appreciate this site, however, you need to walk the trails. Crossing over Silver Creek, you enter upon some of the last remaining chert glade on the planet. More extreme than even the prairie to the west, chert glade is a desertlike environment where a layer of soil offers a scant barrier between bedrock and the elements. Only species with deep roots and large water-retaining leaves can survive. Joplin is the northernmost location for prickly pear cactus and other species native to the glade. Some of these plants are over 150 years old but remain small and stunted in their growth.

			A must-see is Mother Nature’s Gap on the Bluff Trail, a 40-foot split in the chert rock. Whatever you do, tread carefully on the uneven glade, especially when stepping on exposed rock. Accessible in nature center and on paved trails.

			Near here: George Washington Carver National Monument, 15 miles (link)

			
Neosho National Fish Hatchery [image: ]


			520 East Park Street, Neosho, MO 64850

			Working hatchery with visitor center and aquariums. Free. [image: ]: Yes. More info: fws.gov/midwest/neosho ✆ 417-451-0554.

			Our Take
The nation’s oldest federal fish hatchery has a unique mission, terrific visitor center, and helpful staff. 

			A gem in the Ozark region of southwestern Missouri is the federal system’s oldest continuously operated fish hatchery. Neosho was chosen in 1888 because of its gravity-fed spring that produces 1,200 to 1,600 gallons per minute. Today, some 230,000 rainbow trout are bred annually here and sent elsewhere as stock for lakes. 

			The hatchery is better known for its conservation efforts, which are highlighted in its spiffy visitor center, built to LEED Gold energy efficiency standards. The most notable and strange of species nurtured here is the pallid sturgeon — a boneless, shovel-nosed wonder with a 400-million-year-old pedigree. It almost went the way of the dinosaur but is making a comeback with human help. The sightless Ozark cavefish, imperiled by pollutants and chemical runoff, is also a focus of the hatchery. 

			For sheer entertainment it’s hard to beat the feeding frenzy outside in the trout pond. Visitors can toss pellets of food into the water and watch the trout collide hilariously in midair as they lunge for the chow. 

			Near here: Wildcat Glades, 21 miles (link); George Washington Carver National Monument, 14 miles (link)

			
Remington Nature Center [image: ]


			1502 MacArthur Drive, St. Joseph, MO 64505

			Nature center with riverfront walking trails.  [image: ]: Yes. More info: stjoemo.info  ✆ 816-271-5499. 

			Our Take
Good for a break after museum-hopping in St. Joe.

			Greeting you at the lobby is the life-sized model of the 10,000-year-old woolly mammoth whose bones were excavated nearby. (A mascot-sized version, named Remi, makes appearances at birthday parties held at the center.) Remington Nature Center emphasizes the region’s natural history, focusing on the river region of St. Joseph and northwest Missouri. Among the displays are a functioning beehive that can be observed safely behind glass, a replica beaver dam, a 7,000-gallon aquarium stocked with local species of fish, Indian history, and Civil War artifacts of local provenance. Paved trails outside the museum offer opportunities to observe bird habitats and wildflower plantings along the Missouri River. 

			
Flint Hills Discovery Center [image: ]


			315 S. 3rd Street, Manhattan, KS 66502

			Large science and history museum.  [image: ]: Yes. More info: flinthillsdiscovery.org ✆ 785-587-2726.

			Our Take
Superb museum on the tallgrass prairie, its natural history and culture, has appeal for visitors of all ages.

			This is a nicely done museum about the largest intact tallgrass prairie in North America. Too rocky to be farmed, these prairies were the ancestral home for huge herds of buffalo which sustained many indigenous people for thousands of years. Today, the Flint Hills provide a nutritious assortment of grasses for cattle grazing. The region has not only a distinct and diverse ecosystem but understated beauty that runs deep.

			The orientation movie, Tallgrass Prairie: Tides of Time, is a spectacle you won’t want to miss. The rest of the museum is divided into themed galleries that follow the history of the tallgrass prairie from the unique and powerful forces that created them to the lives of Native Peoples who lived in this region to the immigrant populations who introduced cowboys and cattle to the region. 

			Kids can walk through an “underground” tunnel to see how this rocky soil supports vegetation. Grownups can listen in on the voices of Flint Hills residents today as they discuss preserving the beauty and traditions of this area. There are many interactive features to the museum and the informational displays are thorough almost to a fault. But all of this is also easy to “graze” in an hour’s visit. A second-floor children’s play area teaches while it entertains.

			Nature Centers Around Kansas City

			These sites have all been grandkid-tested!

			
Anita B. Gorman Discovery Center [image: ]


			4750 Troost, Kansas City, MO 64110. Free.  [image: ]: Yes. More info: nature.mdc.mo.gov ✆ 816-759-7300.

			This attractive 10-acre oasis in the heart of Kansas City’s urban core greets visitors with a replica of a long boat Lewis and Clark used — a reminder that our cities are built on top of and coexist with nature. Anita Gorman focuses on educational programs that help children and adults obtain outdoor skills in camping, hiking, wildlife watching, and growing native plants. Outdoors are winding paths, wetlands, gardens, and native plants. 

			
Prairie Park Nature Center [image: ]


			2730 SW Harper Street, Lawrence, KS 66046. Free. [image: ]: Yes, including trails. More info: lawrenceks.org ✆ 785-832-7980.

			This 72-acre urban nature preserve includes prairie, wetlands, woodlands, and a substantial-sized lake. Inside the nature center you feel the bustling, friendly atmosphere of the place as soon as you walk through the door. There is a lot of greenery, a pond stocked with fish and turtles, nonpoisonous snakes (which make up most of the common snake species in Kansas), and a bank of windows overlooking the park. A number of tropical birds live here, having been abandoned by their owners. Nature center employees are generous with their time and conduct informal programs daily, often on demand, hauling out snakes, bugs, possum, even a young alligator for children to pet and learn about.

			
Ernie Miller Nature Center [image: ]


			909 North Highway 7, Olathe, KS 66061. Free. [image: ]: Nature Center and one trail. More info: erniemiller.com ✆ 913-764-7759.

			One of the oldest nature centers in the area is probably also the busiest, thanks to Olathe’s population boom in the decades following the park’s opening in 1967. Two miles of hiking trails encircle the parking lot and nature center, where busloads of kids pour in every week for programs, camps, and special events, to gaze at the captive birds (who gaze right back) and spy on wild birds congregating at the feeder. The staff offer a slate of historical and nature programs for children, adults, and seniors.  

			
Lakeside Nature Center [image: ]


			4701 E. Gregory Blvd., Kansas City, MO 64132. Free. [image: ]: Nature Center and one trail. More info: lakesidenaturecenter.org ✆ 816-513-8960.

			Lakeside benefits from its location inside the vast 1,800-acre Swope Park, which also houses the Kansas City Zoo. Inside, the nature center is a haven for animals rescued and rehabilitated but unable to return to the wild, including reptiles and birds of prey. Outside, park trails provide both challenge and reward through many types of terrain: prairie, savannah, water habitats, forests, and Bethany Falls limestone.

			
Martha LaFite Thompson Nature Sanctuary [image: ]


			407 N. LaFrenz Road, Liberty, MO 64068. [image: ]: Interpretive Center and Bush Creek Trail. More info: naturesanctuary.com ✆ 816-781-8598.

			Martha LaFite Thompson was a local naturalist who wanted to provide safe sanctuary for plants, animals, and people of all ages and ability levels. The result are these 100 serene acres of habitat, including land leased from the Missouri Department of Conservation. The Interpretive Center has exhibits, small animals, a fossil display, and a bird-watching station. Within the park are four easy-walking trails, each one about a mile in length. Pick up a map inside the Interpretive Center.

			
Burr Oak Woods Nature Center [image: ]


			1401 NW Park Road, Blue Springs, MO 64015. Free. [image: ]: Nature Center, Tree Trail, educational pond. More info: nature.mdc.mo.gov ✆ 816-228-3766.

			Confederate guerrillas were said to have hidden themselves in the rocky outcroppings of Burr Oak Woods. Even today this park has an off-the-beaten-path feel, despite being just one mile from a busy interstate. The state of Missouri acquired more than 1,000 acres of woodland in 1977 and turned it into a lush conservation area that includes 18 streams and 15 ponds, attracting numerous species of amphibians, reptiles, and songbirds. In 1982 the first nature center in Missouri opened here. The Nature Center was updated in 2016 with new interactive exhibits. Six hiking trails include one geared to disabled users. Burr Oak Woods is a popular destination for bird watchers. In addition to various blinds on the hiking trails, the center has an indoor bird-watching area.
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