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ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Katie Van Luchene is a Kansas City native who is often asked where to find the best local food, little-known shopping venues, and favorite hot spots. A natural-born storyteller, she shares her enthusiasm for the town she loves through her roles as the editor of KC Magazine and author of this book.




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


We’re tweaking a famous phrase to say that behind every great city is a great woman. In the case of Kansas City’s renaissance, there are actually several female leaders to thank. When Kay Barnes was mayor of Kansas City, Missouri, she made good on her political promise to create a vibrant urban core filled with residences and commerce, new attractions and arts venues.


Kudos as well to Carol Marinovich, Kay’s mayoral counterpart in Kansas City, Kansas, who brought us the Kansas Speedway. Today the entertainment district surrounding the racetrack is the state’s most popular tourist destination. Best of all, it gave new pride to a city that had taken a backseat to its more glamorous sister for decades.


Meanwhile, Mayor Peggy Dunn (the only one of the trio still in office) has turned suburban Leawood, Kansas, into an exhilarating display of shopping and entertainment venues. There’s even an old-fashioned town square complete with an outdoor skating rink surrounded by condos and unique shops.


And while Brenda Tinnen doesn’t hold a political office, she’s the Queen of Kansas City in our book. As the general manager of our new Sprint Center arena, this hometown girl parlayed her previous roles at the STAPLES Center and Kodak Theatre into bringing a dazzling list of headliners to Kansas City. Less than two years after opening, Sprint Center was herealded as one of the best concert venues—number 5 in the U.S. and number 16 in the world.


To these four fierce and fabulous women, we are forever in your debt.


Hats off as well to the artists, musicians, chefs, historians, and innkeepers on both sides of the state line whose passions and talents make this city so enticing for visitors and residents alike. And to the thousands of mentors, teachers, caregivers, philanthropists, and volunteers: You’re the reason we’re known as the Heartland.


I’m saving my most personal thank-you note for my husband, the handsome guy by my side as I explore this marvelous city. Jerry Foulds, you continue to be my best friend and my hero.
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Naturally, as a travel guide, this book is ideal for anyone planning a visit to Kansas City, whether it’s a vacation, as home base for a series of day trips, or a few days before or after a business meeting. Consider this your VIP pass to the best Kansas City has to offer in attractions, dining, nightlife, and shopping. As a mover and a shaker, you won’t want to miss a thing.


We’ve also put together a helpful guide just for the movers. Are you considering a move to the Kansas City area or do you already live here? Be sure to check out the blue-tabbed pages at the back of the book, where you will find the Living Here appendix that offers sections on relocation, real estate, education, health care, and media. The relocation section also includes a listing of service providers, such as gas companies and new-neighbor groups, to help you quickly feel at home in your new town.


Traveler or transplant: Welcome! But perhaps the optimum use for this book is for the reader who lives in Kansas City but hasn’t really lived it up yet. You’ll tap your foot at jam sessions, talk to natives and newcomers, meet historians and artists and gardeners and zookeepers. And we guarantee you’ll read about restaurants you didn’t know existed, find hidden retail gems, meet some fascinating people, and discover new reasons to be proud of your hometown.


For pioneers headed to Santa Fe, Oregon, and California, Kansas City was the gateway to the future. But for you it might be the gateway to your past. Independence, Missouri, is home to not one but two vast genealogical libraries. Family-history seekers come by the busloads to the Mid-Continent Public Library’s Genealogy and Local History branch and the Jackson County Historical Society Archives and Research Library in the Independence Square Courthouse. The National Archives for the seven central states is now open, housing more than 60 million pages of historical records.


So whatever your reason for purchasing this book, we sincerely thank you and hope you’ll enjoy it—and Kansas City—to its fullest. NOTE: Unless otherwise indicated all listings in this book are located in Kansas City, Missouri; other cities and towns will be designated MO (Missouri) or KS (Kansas).


HOW THIS BOOK IS ORGANIZED


Travelers familiar with the Insiders’ Guide series will recognize the book’s easy-to-use format. Those friendly features you appreciate are all here, including Insiders’ Tips—designated with an i —that let you in on local secrets and Close-ups that provide an in-depth look at some of our top attributes.


Like all Insiders’ Guides, this one has been organized to help make the most of your trip to the City of Surprises, from how to navigate our streets to where to find the culinary dish you crave. Lucky for you, no matter what food you fancy—whether it’s a luscious risotto studded with truffles (even this carnivorous city has a strong vegetarian contingency!), the Kansas City strip that made our town famous, or a garlicky chicken spiedini—it’s never more than 20 or so minutes away.


If, however, your passion is dashing for a dressing room at a chichi boutique, you’re in luck. In Shopping you’ll discover the inside scoop on where to find fashions, antiques, decor, and discount shoes.


In The Arts you’ll discover our world-class museums, symphony, ballet, live theater, and opera. Next we suggest you head to Annual Events and Festivals. Chances are there’s a music festival, street fair, tour of a historical area, or neighborhood block party going on right now. Looking for more outdoor fun? Spend an afternoon at the Kansas City Zoo, one of our beautiful arboretums and lakes, or one of three exciting waterparks, and you won’t miss the mountains or beach. Grab a towel and open the book to Parks, Lakes, and Recreation. If you’d rather watch sports than participate, you won’t go wanting here: With Royals and T-Bones baseball, Chiefs football, and professional hockey and soccer teams, there’s a game in town nearly every week. And our Kansas Speedway offers NASCAR fans an exciting day at the races. Start your engines in Sports.


Whew! That should get you started!
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Kansas City has always been known as a vibrant mix of urban sophistication and small-town friendliness. But now there are five billion more reasons to love us. That’s the price tag for our downtown makover alone.


There’s also more of us to love. When you say “Kansas City,” you’re really talking about one diverse, exciting region that encompasses two states and 50 unique communities. Thanks to recent expansions, Greater Kansas City spans 18 counties in more than 9,100 square miles filled with 2.4 million happy, friendly folks.


Our unified advantage—along with our central location, well-educated and productive workforce, and low cost of running a business or buying a home—makes us a magnet for corporations to build headquarters here. Our attributes made it easy for Forbes.com to name us one of the “Best Cities to Get Ahead.”


Although Kansas City is a vast metroplex, locals think of home as separate neighborhoods (such as Brookside), destinations (Country Club Plaza), or geographical areas (the Northland). Before your eyes glaze over, we’ve divided the region into five handy little areas, described below. Maps of each are found in the front of this book. We’ll refer to these areas throughout the book. And remember, just about any destination in the metro is 20 minutes away or less.


METROPOLITAN AREAS


North of the River


What was once considered just a pretty area to build a home near a golf course or a bluff overlooking Downtown Kansas City has become an exciting destination filled with shopping and entertainment districts. Leading the pack is the historic city of Parkville, with storefronts filled with art galleries and festive eateries. Adding to the mix are new shopping and dining centers, Briarcliff Village and Zona Rosa.


River Market, Downtown, Crown Center


Here’s where it all began 160 years ago. And despite the mass exodus to the suburbs during the 1950s and 1960s, the central core remains the heart of our city. Fortunately it’s coming back into its own, thanks to entertainment venues such as the River Market, newly refurbished urban lofts that draw upscale professionals, and the vibrant Power & Light District. The 18th and Vine Historic Jazz District, which gave the world the jazz jam, is the still the place to hear some of the region’s most talented musicians.


The Crossroads Arts District has attracted artist studios and some of the area’s most dynamic restaurants, while just south, Crown Center offers a stay-and-play mecca for travelers.


Country Club Plaza and Westport


Any trip to Kansas City must include a day of shopping on the Country Club Plaza, a 14-cityblock potpourri of more than 180 stores, boutiques, and dining establishments set among 40 fountains and 50 public works of art. If the Rodeo Drive of the Midwest is a little too upscale for you, Historic Westport offers a more laid-back social scene, along with casual dining options.


Nearby is the popular 39th Street corridor, with a number of home-grown restaurants that range from upscale to friendly dives, and the 45th and State Line Art and Antiques district will thrill the collectibles hunter. This is also where to get your fill of breathtaking art collections at the Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art and the Kemper Contemporary Museum of Art. Take a short drive south past neighborhoods filled with stately mansions to find Brookside, an old-fashioned Main Street USA enclave with a collection of cafes, unique shops and galleries, and even a fiveand-dime store complete with creaking wooden floors and penny candy.


East Metro and South Kansas City


Independence, Missouri, is still Harry’s town, with the Truman Presidential Museum and Library all spiffed up and ready to tour along with his home. Local do-gooders Kenneth and Cindy McClain have lovingly restored the historic Independence Square into a vibrant neighborhood featuring dozens of shops, eateries, and attractions. Nearby is the sports complex that also bears the 33rd president’s name and is home to the Royals baseball and Chiefs football teams. South Kansas City’s other claim to fame is the Kansas City Zoo, set within the Swope Park, second only to New York City’s Central Park in acreage. This majestic green space also holds Starlight Theatre where Broadway shows and headliners perform under the heavens.


The Kansas Side of the River


Wyandotte County is where NASCAR fans get their fill of racing action. Bring your earplugs to the Kansas Speedway, and your credit cards to the shopping havens sprinkled throughout nearby Prairie Village, Overland Park, and Leawood. Don’t forget your water bottle. Scattered throughout these suburban ZIP codes are acres of hiking and biking trails and bucolic parks and lakes.


OUTLYING AREAS


You can learn more about each county’s many charms by logging onto their Web sites, listed in “Community Profiles” found elsewhere in this chapter. But for now, here are snapshots of some of our favorite new neighbors.


Atchison, Atchison County, KS


Located 50 miles northwest of downtown Kansas City, the town of Atchison is known for its picturesque setting on the Missouri River and its favorite daughter, Amelia Earhart. Another claim to fame is Nell Hill’s, a home decor emporium that draws busloads of shoppers from surrounding states. Discover details about this proud little community in Day Trips and Weekend Getaways.


St. Joseph, Buchanan County, MO


Draw, partner! St. Joseph provides a wealth of attractions that celebrate our Wild West roots, such as the Jesse James home and the Pony Express Museum.


Excelsior Springs, Clay County, MO


This area was once dubbed the “Health Center of the Nation” thanks to its therapeutic waters. Resorts like the Elms Hotel catered to President Harry S. Truman and Al Capone (but never on the same weekend).


Lawrence, Douglas County, KS


To University of Kansas alumni, Lawrence has always seemed like part of Kansas City as Kansas Highway 10 becomes bumper-to-bumper Jayhawkers going back and forth on game day. With an exciting arts community and thriving downtown, it’s no wonder Lawrence is one of the fastest growing areas in the region.


THE CENTER OF IT ALL


Although it’s true that Kansas City is just 250 miles from the geographical center of the United States, we like to think that the term “heartland” refers more to our lovable people than the logistics. After all, we’re home to Hallmark Cards, Helzberg Diamonds, and Russell Stover Candies—so you might say Cupid is a permanent resident.


We’re all heart, too, when it comes to helping people in need and supporting the arts. Consider this: Among Kansas City households that donated, the average contribution was $3,375, or 50 percent above the U.S. average of $2,247 (estimated for 2007). When we’re not giving, we’re taking—taking in the sights and smells of our town, that is. Some of the best aromas come from hickory smoke swirling around the barbecue restaurants that dot our city. We’ll admit we didn’t invent this method of slow cooking—we just perfected it.




Vital Statistics


Mayors: Mark Funkhouser (Kansas City, MO) and Joe Reardon (Kansas City, KS)


Governors: Jay Nixon (Missouri) and Mark Parkinson (Kansas), who took office after Governor Kathleen Sebelius became Secretary to the Department of Health and Human Services in April 2009.


United States senators: Christopher Bond and Claire McCaskill (Missouri); Sam Brownback and Pat Roberts (Kansas)


Average maximum temperatures (degrees Fahrenheit): 38 (January); 65 (April); 89 (July); 69 (October)


Average minimum temperatures (degrees Fahrenheit): 21 (January); 45 (April); 70 (July); 48 (October)


Average precipitation (in inches): 1.30 (January); 3.37 (April); 4.02 (July); 2.98 (October)


Average annual snowfall (in inches): 21


Total population (as of July, 2007): 2,307,357 (29th largest U.S. city)


Kansas counties: Atchison, Leavenworth, Wyandotte, Johnson, Franklin, Miami, and Linn


Missouri counties: Caldwell, Clinton, Clay, Ray, Jackson, Lafayette, Cass, Johnson, and Bates


Total combined region: More than 9,100 square miles; 132 miles from the northwest tip of Atchison County to the southeast corner of Bates County. And this may surprise you; More than 103 square miles of our metroplex is water.


Median age: 35.4


Average household income: $66,700


Median price for house: $144,200 (vs. $197,100 nationally)


Major airports: Charles B. Wheeler Downtown Airport, Kansas City International Airport


Major interstates: I-435, I-35, I-70, I-29, I-635, I-670


Total consumer spending: $35.9 billion


Hotel and motel rooms in the area: More than 30,000


Nicknames: City of Fountains, City of Surprises, The City Beautiful, Number 1 “Kid-Friendly City” (Overland Park, KS)


Major colleges and universities: Avila University, Johnson County Community College, MidAmerica Nazarene University, Park University, Rockhurst University, University of Missouri–Kansas City, William Jewell College


Famous Kansas Citians: Harry S. Truman, Jean Harlow, Casey Stengel, Ginger Rogers, writer Calvin Trillin, Walter Cronkite, golfer Tom Watson, handbag designer Kate Spade, actors Chris Cooper and Paul Rudd, jazz musician Pat Metheny, and Maurice Greene, once the fastest man on Earth


Just passing through (important people who lived in Kansas City): Count Basie, Ernest Hemingway (journalist at The Kansas City Star for six months), and Walt Disney


Homegrown companies: Hallmark Cards, Sprint-Nextel, H&R Block, Helzberg Diamonds, Garmin International, AMC Theatres, Lee Jeans, Russell Stover Candies, American Century Investments, Applebee’s, Black & Veatch, YRC Worldwide, and Three Dog Bakery


Products invented here: McDonald’s Happy Meal, K.C. Masterpiece Barbecue Sauce, Teflon coating, Valomilk, Eskimo Pies, Hostess Twinkies, Rival Crock-Pot, the multiscreen movie theater, the outdoor shopping center, and the swing style of jazz
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Notable Events in Kansas City’s History:


June 26, 1804: Lewis and Clark camp here during their first expedition to the Louisiana Territory.


1821: Francois Chouteau, a Frenchman from St. Louis, establishes a fur company at the Kaw River.


1821: Missouri is admitted to the Union.


1833: John Calvin McCoy opens a supply store 4 miles south of the river on the Santa Fe Trail.


June 1, 1850: Town of Kansas (in Missouri) is incorporated.


1854: Kansas-Nebraska Act; many historians consider this the beginning of the Civil War.


1859: Thriving town welcomes 1,500 steamboats.


July 3, 1869: Hannibal Bridge opens, first rail bridge to span the Missouri River and provide a direct rail link to Chicago.


1871: Stockyards expand, giving us the start as prime meatpacking center. That means steaks, folks.


1889: Town officially becomes Kansas City, Missouri.


1899: City’s first convention hall is built.


1900: Convention hall burns to the ground. Three months later it’s rebuilt in time to host Democratic Convention.


1903: Missouri River floods the West Bottoms, leaving 22,000 people homeless.


1905: William Strang Jr. builds an interurban railway to encourage residential area in what is now Overland Park, Kansas.


1910: Joyce Clyde Hall sells postcards out of his suitcase at the YMCA—the start of Hallmark Cards.


1914: Union Station is built; during its heyday, 271 trains passed through daily.


1915: Parks and boulevard system is built, earning us the title “City Beautiful.”


1921: The Liberty Memorial site is dedicated; completion is on November 11, 1926.


1923: The Country Club Plaza opens for business.


1931: While the rest of the country sagged under the Depression, Kansas City thrived, thanks to the Ten-Year Plan, which created jobs and saw the construction of the City Hall, new courthouse, and miles of new roads.


1933: Nelson Gallery of Art opens.


1943: Kansas City Monarchs, the all-black baseball team, celebrates 43 straight wins.


October 15, 1949: WDAF, Kansas City’s first television station, begins regular programming.


Friday the 13th, 1951: The Kansas River floods the West Bottoms again, leaving more than 20,000 homeless.


1960: The Chiefs football team plays its first season in Kansas City.


April 8, 1969: The Kansas City Royals play their first game.


January 12, 1970: Chiefs win Super Bowl IV, beating the Minnesota Vikings 23–7.


1972: River Quay, entertainment area near the River Market, takes off.


1972: Kansas City International Airport opens.


1973: Worlds of Fun opens, as does Crown Center’s hotel and entertainment complex.


1976: Kansas City hosts the Republican National Convention.


1985: Royals win the World Series.


1988: City hosts the NCAA Final Four basketball tournament.


1991: Emanuel Cleaver II becomes the first African American mayor of Kansas City. He serves until 1999, when Kay Barnes is elected the city’s first female mayor.


1996: Voters across five counties pass the Bi-state Cultural Tax, the first two-state effort of its kind in the country. Work begins to restore Union Station.


1997: The 18th & Vine district comes back to life with jazz venues, the Kansas City Jazz Museum, and the Negro Leagues Baseball Museum.


2000: Kansas City, Missouri’s urban areas begin a revitalization period with warehouses being converted to lofts and art studios. The Crossroads Arts District is born.


2001: Kansas Speedway, home to NASCAR races, opens in Kansas City, Kansas.


2004: Groundbreaking takes place for the South Loop redevelopment area including the H&R Block Headquarters, the Power & Light District, the Sprint Center, and the renovated President Hotel. Filming starts on Mending the Heart of an American City, the documentary that will capture it all. Kansas City International Airport completes a three-year, $258 million renovation project.


2006: H&R Block’s world headquarters opens downtown. The Kauffman Performing Arts Center breaks ground at 16th and Wyandotte.


2007: Kansas City welcomes the new Power & Light (P&L) District, Sprint Center, and Bartle Hall ballroom expansion. The city’s cultural world expands with the Bloch Building at the Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art and the Nerman Gallery of Contemporary Art at Johnson County Community College.


2008: The P&L District continues to add new restaurants and nightspots. The Sprint Center draws more than 1.3 million people to Downtown. After a $28 million renovation, Midland Theatre reopens.


2009: A renovated AMC Mainstreet opens within the P&L District. Schlitterbahn Vacation Village’s first phase opens near Village West in Kansas City, Kansas. The Sheraton Sports Complex Hotel shows off its Coco Key Water Resort, the largest indoor water park in Missouri. The Kansas City Royals unveils gorgeous updates to its Kauffman Stadium. Powell Gardens, the 915-acre botanical oasis, opens Heartland Harvest Garden, a 12-acre first-ofa-kind feature. The Kauffman Center for the Performing Arts, designed by famed architect Moshe Safdie, takes shape. When completed in 2011, the structure will host performances by the Kansas City Symphony, Ballet and Lyric Opera as well as world-class artists and entertainers.
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Resources for More Information


Hungry for more? Although this book provides a portable entree into the City of Surprises, following are sources to enhance your visit.


MEDIA


Our daily newspaper, The Kansas City Star, publishes several photo-rich books on a variety of subjects from history to barbecue to the Flood of ’51. See the entire library at www.thekansascitystore.com or call (816) 234-4636. To check on current news and weather reports, visit the paper’s Web site, www.kcstar.com.


KC Magazine provides a well-rounded look at the town’s most interesting people and places. Each monthly issue also includes a calendar of events, restaurant reviews, and a dining guide. It’s a must-read for locals and welcome lifeline for expatriates. Call (913) 894-6923 for subscription information, or check out www.kcmag.com. Every city needs an “alternative” paper and ours is The Pitch. Read it for irreverent takes on culture, music, film, and politics; if nothing else read it for Charles Ferruzza’s restaurant reviews. It’s available free at kiosks all over town, or at www.pitch.com.


An online source, www.presentmagazine.com, gives an interesting view of the food, music, and art scene in town. Young hipsters get their news at Ink, a free paper available in kiosks and locations throughout the metro. Find it online at www.inkkc.com.


TOURISM SITES


Well before your trip, access these chamber of commerce and visitor center Web sites for up-to-the-minute information about festivals and events. Or call to receive brochures, maps, and special offers by mail.


CONVENTION AND VISITORS BUREAU OF GREATER KANSAS CITY


If you only have the time—or patience—to contact one visitor center, this should be it. Its quarterly magazine, Visit KC, lists a calendar of events, information about dining and nightlife, kid-friendly activities, and even area day trips. Call (816) 221-5242 or (800) 767-7700; or log on to www.visitkc.com. Satellite locations at Union Station and Crown Center offer a wide variety of brochures and maps.


CONTACT INFORMATION FOR OTHER AREA TOWNS


Atchison, KS


(913) 367-2427


www.atchisonkansas.net


Bonner Springs, KS


(913) 422-1020


www.bonnersprings.org


Clay County, MO


(816) 468-4989


www.clayedc.com


www.desotoks.org


Excelsior Springs, MO


(816) 630-6161


www.exspgschamber.com


Independence, MO


(816) 325-7111


www.visitindependence.com


Jackson County, MO


(816) 881-4440


www.jacksoncounty.gov


Johnson County, KS


(913) 715-8999


www.jocogov.org


Kearney, MO


(816) 628-4229


www.kearneychamber.org


Lawrence, KS


(785) 865-4411


www.lawrencechamber.com


Leawood, KS


(913) 339-6700


www.leawood.org


Lee’s Summit, MO


(816) 525-2424


www.lschamber.com


Lenexa, KS


(913) 888-1414


www.lenexa.org


Miami County, KS


(913) 294-4045


www.miamicountyks.org


North Kansas City, MO


(816) 274-6000


www.nkc.org


Olathe, KS


(913) 764-1050


www.olathe.org


Overland Park, KS


(913) 491-0123


www.opcvb.org


Parkville, MO


(816) 741-7676


www.parkvillemo.com


Platte County, MO


(816) 270-2119


www.plattecountyedc.com


St. Joseph, MO


(816) 764-6566


www.saintjoseph.com


Weston, MO


(816) 640-2909


www.westonmo.com


Wyandotte County, KS


(913) 321-5800


www.visitthedot.com





Just ask the members of the Kansas City Barbecue Society, the largest organization devoted to the art form in the world. The group, whose motto is “Barbecue: not just for breakfast anymore,” sanctions more than 140 national barbecue contests each year, including the granddaddy of ’em all, the American Royal, held next door to our celebrated stockyards each fall. But don’t box us in as just a place to get barbecue—or world-famous steaks, for that matter. We offer the hungry visitor a variety of dining experiences that rival any other cosmopolitan city. You’ll find plenty of James Beard award winners among our roster of chefs.


Have a hankering for Argentine chimichurri sauce or crawfish étouffée? How about authentic pollo mole, osso buco Milanese, sauerbraten, or spanikopita? Do you savor sushi or designer pizza? Brittany-style mussels or Moroccan lamb kabobs on your mind? Dim sum sound good? Or would an ice-cold beer and chili dog hit the spot?


Answer yes to any of these culinary cues and you’ve come to the right place. And make sure to visit locally owned restaurants for a true Kansas City experience. Some of the best are members of the KC Originals, a group of around 48 eateries listed at www.kcoriginals.com.


i See jaw-dropping views of Kansas City at the City Hall Observation deck at 414 East 12th St., the top of the Liberty Memorial at Penn valley Park, or two restaurants within the Crown Center area: Skies (our only revolving dining choice) and Benton’s.


JAZZ AND BLUES


Our music came to us from cities such as New Orleans by way of the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers. And, like our barbecue that incorporates tomatoes for texture and molasses for sweetness, we created our own distinct recipe for jazz.


Musicians such as Count Basie took aspects of gospel, ragtime, and blues and turned them into swing, an infectious rhythm that got people out of their chairs to dance at the Reno Club in 1936. Charlie “Bird” Parker’s alto sax propelled the art form even further with a new manic yet compelling sound called bebop.


The 12th Street nightspots where these geniuses jammed are long gone, but you can still hear live music in clubs, restaurants, and festivals all over town. In fact, you can experience a rousing jazz jam at 12 O’Clock Jump, held every Sat at midnight at the Mutual Musician’s Foundation at 18th & Vine. A jazz museum and nightclub in this historic neighborhood celebrates the music and provides a forum for today’s talented newcomers.


OUR CLIMATE, BOTH WEATHER-WISE AND CULTURALLY


You’ll find Kansas City to be a casual, friendly place where shirtsleeves—even nice shorts and sandals in summer—are appropriate for most restaurants. When in doubt call to ask, but long gone are the days when diners were handed ill-fitting jackets in order to be seated.


As for the temperature, the old saw “if you don’t like the weather, just wait a few minutes and it will change” is certainly true here. Situated in the temperate zone, Kansas City experiences an annual average temperature of a pleasant 55 degrees, with a few days in winter that drop below 20 and a few in summer that go above 90.


It’s hard to pick a favorite time to visit. Spring comes early in the heartland, with our trees and flowers exploding in a display of fragrance and color. Summer means cornflower blue skies, emerald lawns, ripe red tomatoes at the farmers’ markets, and enough outdoor festivals to keep you from noticing the humidity.


In fall the landscape becomes a jewelry-store window of crimson and gold as elms, maples, and giant oaks take on autumn’s hues. In fact, many first-time visitors are amazed at the forest-like vistas throughout our city. During winter the colors—although man-made—are no less brilliant as 250,000 holiday lights outline the towers and spires of the Country Club Plaza, our spectacular Spanish-style outdoor shopping and entertainment district. The Zona Rosa entertainment district, in the Northland, also goes “bling” for the holidays with vintage lighting displays.


You’ll be glad you brought a just-in-case umbrella any time of year. Here in the home of corn-fed beef, we rarely complain about the rain that grows that golden crop.


i Travelers on a budget should start at the Kansas City Convention and Visitors Bureau Web site, www.visitkc.com, for special offers and ready-to-print coupons for some of Kansas City’s most popular attractions. Recent values included two-for tickets to attractions, discounted rates at hotels, and wine-and-dine offers at some of our city’s most popular restaurants. And you can’t beat free; check the list of places to visit that are priceless. One of our favorites? The thrilling view of Downtown from the 30-story Art Deco City Hall, the fourth-tallest city hall in the world. Check often, because selections change.




GETTING HERE, GETTING AROUND [image: image]



Arriving in Kansas City is a snap. After all, we are nearly the center of the country, so just about any way you choose to come—plane, train, Volkswagen bus or limo—you’re mere hours away. It’s the leaving you might find difficult. Visitors are often hooked on our many charms and start dialing real estate offices. Until then, as you’ll see in this chapter, finding your way around town is easy. And we’re such a friendly bunch that if you so much as look lost while navigating the streets of Kansas City, chances are a kind native will offer to help.


GETTING TO KANSAS CITY


As you’re driving in from the airport or on an interstate you might wonder, “Where’s the city?” We assure you, it’s here—and worth the trip. But before you see our skyline rising like the Emerald City out of limestone bluffs, you’ll pass fields of corn and beautiful forested hillsides. Relax and enjoy the view as your vehicle becomes a decompression chamber: You’re in Kansas City now, where the pace is carefree and the natives are so nice that you’ll feel right at home.


Getting to the City from the Airport


Chances are if you’re flying the friendly skies, you’ll be coming into Kansas City International Airport, or KCI. When making travel plans, remember that the airport is listed as MCI.


The KCI Shuttle provides transportation between the airport and more than 90 metro-area hotels and runs from 4 a.m. to 11:55 p.m. daily. Ticket counters are located near each airline baggage claim area at Terminal A—gates 1, 15, 30; Terminal B—gates 31, 50, 60; or dial “5000” on a white airport courtesy phone. Expect to pay around $17 per person from the airport to the Plaza. Call (816) 243-5000 or (800) 243-6383 for more information, or log on to www.kctg.com. Nonstop travel to and from Johnson County is available for $45 for up to three passengers.


A private car service is a convenient way to go—and besides, isn’t it an ego-booster to be greeted at the airport with your name printed on a sign? Carey Limos has courteous drivers and plush Lincoln Town Cars at your disposal. Call (816) 471-1234 or (800) 808-1131. Another quality service is Leader Limo, which offers luxury sedans, vans, minicoaches, and stretch limos. Call (866) 770-5323 or (816) 753-5323, or visit www.leaderlimo.com.


Other Area Airports


Although Kansas City International handles all scheduled commercial flights, several smaller fields support private pilots flying into town. The Charles B. Wheeler Downtown Airport serves corporate jets and charter flights. For more information call (816) 243-5248 or check www.flymkc.com. Other airports include the New Century AirCenter in Johnson County, (913) 782-5335; Independence Memorial Airport, (816) 7958774; and Lee’s Summit Municipal Airport, (816) 251-2492.


Private air charter companies serving the metropolitan area are Air Charter Team, (816) 283-3280 or (800) 205-6610, and Executive Beechcraft Inc., (816) 842-8484 or its KCI location at (816) 243-6440.


GROUND TRANSPORTATION


Bus Services


The Kansas City Area Transportation Authority maintains the city bus system we call the Metro, which serves primarily the central corridor of Kansas City, Missouri. The Metro Area Express (MAX to his friends) is a rapid-transit service that runs from the River Market to the Plaza and all points in between including downtown and Crown Center, the trendy Crossroads Arts District, and Westport. Stylish MAX buses use dedicated lanes during rush hour. That means the average travel time from the Plaza to downtown is less than 17 minutes, with no fumbling for quarters to feed the meter once you get there.


MAX is rolling seven days a week, from 5 a.m. to 1 a.m., and transit times range from every 9 minutes during rush hour to every 30 minutes after 7 p.m. Even the price is right at $1.50, which includes free transfers to all other buses. MAX has an easily identified logo. Visit www.kcata.org for details and routes. Not many SUV-wielding suburbanites take the bus, but those who do have access to the Johnson County Transit, affectionately called “The Jo.” For schedules and fares, call (913) 362-3500 or visit www.thejo.com.


Taxis


You’ll find taxis in Kansas City; just don’t expect to find them queued up on every street corner as in Chicago. You will find them at most hotels in town and at the Power & Light District. Most taxi companies have direct-connection phones at the airport, but a cab ride to the Plaza will cost around $40. Most large hotels have taxi stands, or call Yellow Cab at (816) 471-5000 for round-the-clock service. The entire fleet is air-conditioned and drivers accept credit cards. Wheelchair-accessible vehicles are available.


Trains and Interstate Buses


The renovated Union Station is so spectacular you might miss your train because you can’t help ogling the gorgeous architecuture, rich plaster work, and painted details on the ceiling. The waiting room features five of the original wooden benches and a large, historic wall clock.


Passengers enter at the northeast corner of the Grand Hall. Short-term parking is available in front of the station; long-term parking is provided in the covered parking structure in the back.


Two trains with daily departures serve Kansas City: the Southwest Chief, between Chicago and Los Angeles, and the Missouri River Runner, which travels between Kansas City and St. Louis. For station information only call (816) 421-3622. For reservations and schedules call (800) USARAIL or visit www.amtrak.com.


Greyhound and Jefferson Bus Lines share terminals at 1101 Troost Ave. in downtown Kansas City, Missouri. Call (800) 231-2222 or (816) 221-2835 for fare and schedule information. A word of caution here: This location is not the safest in town, especially at night.


Car Travel


Depending on where you’re staying during your visit, you can certainly enjoy areas of Kansas City without a car. On the Country Club Plaza, for example, some of the city’s best dining, shopping, and nightspots are just a lovely stroll away from several fine hotels. Stay at Crown Center and you have an entire world of attractions at your feet. Or choose a downtown hotel with easy access to the Power & Light District, the Sprint Center, and our cultural centers. However, if your lodging is in a suburb like Overland Park, you’ll need a car to get around. There’s nothing scarier than watching a group of conventioneers with name tags sprint across six busy lanes of Metcalf Avenue in search of burgers and beers.


Auto Rental Companies


Avis, (816) 243-5763, (800) 331-1212


Budget, (816) 243-5757, (800) 677-3681


Dollar, (816) 243-5600, (800) 800-4000


Enterprise, (816) 966-8188 or (913) 383-1515 in Kansas, (800) 736-8222


Thrifty Car Rental, (816) 842-8550


Freewheelin’ Freeways and Roundabout Roads


Today the Kansas City area has far more freeway miles per person than any other major U.S. city. That means, wherever you want to go in the metropolitan area, you can get there if you have directions and about 20 minutes.
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Welcome to the World’s Friendliest Airport


When Kansas City International opened in 1972, it featured an innovative layout that connects three C-shaped terminals to a central loop. From the air it looks like Mickey Mouse’s head sporting an extra ear. This configuration provides the shortest distance from curb to gate—75 feet—of any major U.S. airport. Check-in counters, baggage retrieval, and parking are also just steps away. One trip here and you’ll see why Travel Digest named KCI the world’s “Most People-Friendly Airport.”


How friendly, you might ask? Well, we’re spending $1.2 billion to renovate the place, including new parking spaces and spiffy artwork, such as designs embedded into the floors.


Facelifts are fine, but what you’ll really enjoy are the expanded dining options throughout our three terminals. Now you can savor some of our famous barbecue while waiting for a flight, or enjoy a cold brewski from one of the Midwest’s best microbreweries, Boulevard.


PARKING


Now, about that parking. The nearest parking lots to the terminals (A, B, and C) provide free parking for the first half hour. After that it’s $2 for one-half to one hour, then $2 per hour up to a maximum of $18 per day. Circle parking is the same price, except the maximum is $12 per day. Economy parking is available at satellite lots for $5.50 per day. To reach these lots, take Paris Street off Cookingham Drive before you reach the terminal. Park in the lot (again, A, B, or C) that matches the terminal for your flight. For instance, if you’re flying on Southwest Airlines, park in Lot B. The free shuttle will take you to your terminal.


AIRLINES SERVING KCI
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Numbered streets—those running east and west—follow a grid that starts at the river and are numbered sequentially both north and south. Main Street divides the town between east and west. Kansas City, Missouri, and most of Johnson County, Kansas, follow this pattern.


In both Missouri and Kansas you may turn right on a red light after stopping unless otherwise posted. And beware, hot-footed drivers: some areas have installed mounted cameras to catch lawbreakers who drive through red lights. The punishment is a hefty ticket. And we’ve also heard about tickets handed out to jaywalkers, especially on busy downtown streets and on the Plaza. As in all cities, you’ll want to lock your car doors and place valuables such as cameras and suitcases in a locked trunk. And avoid walking alone at night.


If you’re planning to drive here in the middle of winter, check out the road conditions posted by the departments of transportation. For Kansas it’s (800) 585-7623 or www.ksdot.org, and in Missouri (800) 222-6400 or www.modot.mo.gov.


i When buying plane tickets online, enter KCI (for Kansas City International Airport) and you might wind up in Kono, Indonesia. (How’s the weather?) you’ll find us instead at MCI, a holdover from our Mid Continent International days. And because all the airport codes starting with “K” were taken, we’ll remain MCI.


Tours


For the grooviest ride in town, catch the Magic Bus, decked out with love beads, lava lamp, and classic TV shows from the ’70s. The Gangster Tour provides a look at mob houses and infamous crime scenes, year-round. Visit www.kctg.com or call (816) 243-5000.


View our town’s diverse architecture on a Historic Kansas City Foundation walking tour. These popular excursions include downtown’s art deco buildings; Union Cemetery, the final resting place for many of Kansas City’s founders and Civil War casualties; 18th and Vine, with museums devoted to Kansas City jazz; the Country Club Plaza; and more. Call (816) 931-8448 or visit www.historickansascity.org to reserve a tour at least two to three weeks in advance. Some of the tours are adaptable for vans or buses.


Agenda Kansas City can plan sightseeing tours of your choice, including historic sites, a day of shopping, or a night on the town via vans, minicoaches, or limos. This full-service team can arrange group tours and events, or plan a delightful day for an individual. Call (913) 268-4466 or (888) AGENDAKC, or check out www.agendakansascity.com.


For a late-night party on wheels, try the new Kansas City Strip, a trolley system that connects revelers to dozens of nightspots and dining options from 18th and Vine to Waldo, the Power & Light District to Westport. Catch it every Friday and Saturday night, 7 p.m. to 3 a.m.; details at www.thekansascitystrip.com or (816) 5125555.
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There’s real drama in our town’s 180-plus-year history, a story filled with fascinating heroes and colorful rascals. Yet, unlike an old-fashioned Western it’s not always easy to tell if the central characters are wearing white hats or black.


In our struggle to change from mudville to metropolis, we’ve endured heartbreak such as cholera, fires, and a Civil War that left emerging towns on both sides of the state line bloodied and raw.


Yet our history is also filled with stories of pluck and perseverance. Our early trailblazers—men such as McCoy, Swope, Nelson, Van Horn, Vanderslice, and Volker—often came here looking to make a buck or build a reputation, fell in love with the town, and became our most staunch boosters. Today, a century and a half later, we honor the new pioneers who are taking us forward with vision and vitality. These are the leaders who keep Kansas City in the forefront in the world of the arts, commerce, and health care.


Our story starts where it all began: at the river.


WHERE THE RIVERS MEET


Our landscape—fertile valleys and tallgrass prairies, limestone bluffs and wide rivers—was formed when glaciers inched across the shallow seas covering the areas now known as Kansas and Missouri. Ages later other emigrants traveled here by way of the Missouri River. Indians came—the Hopewell, Shawnee, Delaware, and the Kanza who gave us our name—in wooden canoes. French traders arrived in pirogues and keelboats. These were followed by steamboats, often magnificently appointed, before railways and roads crisscrossed our lands.


On June 26, 1804, explorers Meriwether Lewis and William Clark camped on the confluence of the Kansas and Missouri Rivers during their first expedition to the Louisiana Territory. The view they saw from the bluff that would become Quality Hill is still a commanding one today. A handsome statue commemorating the expedition stands at Case Point near downtown. (See details in Attractions.)


It would be nearly two decades before the town really came into being. In 1821—the year Missouri was admitted to the Union—a French-man from St. Louis, Francois Chouteau, established the American Fur Company at Kawsmouth to feed Europe’s craving for beaver-felt hats. Five years later Chouteau’s post was destroyed by flood. Would he leave this spot? Mon dieu! At the time his enterprise brought in what would now amount to $5 million a year. He moved to higher ground upriver near what is now Troost Avenue. It wouldn’t be the last time the river (America’s second longest after the Mississippi) would turn on the people who tried to tame her.


i Trek to Clark’s Point at Eighth and Jefferson to take in the view of the river below and imagine what it was like for the area’s first visitors, such as Lewis and Clark. The overlook didn’t get its name for half the famous expedition party, however. It was named to honor former city councilman Charles H. Clark in 1933.


By 1833 the area just east of Indian Territory had captured the attention of another early entrepreneur. John Calvin McCoy, a collegeeducated surveyor and son of a Baptist minister, opened a supply store 4 miles south of the river on the Santa Fe Trail. He called the place West Port. Today Westport is still a thriving center of commerce, filled with restaurants, shops, and bars. One of its most popular, Kelly’s, started life as a tavern in 1836.


McCoy also founded Westport Landing on a rock ledge across the river from Chouteau’s settlement. In 1838 McCoy and 13 other men formed a company and bought a 271-acre tract surrounding the river landing for $4,220. The growing town needed a name and, thankfully, the group rejected Possum Trot and Rabbitville for Town of Kansas. The name stuck, and the town was incorporated on June 1, 1850. We wouldn’t become Kansas City until 1889.


The township thrived, thanks in part to the romanticized depictions of the frontier by writers such as Washington Irving. Yet travelers seeking the land of the quixotic passages in books and newspapers were disappointed by their first glimpse of our corrugated landscape. By 1840 the settlement was a square mile of land carved out of 130-foot limestone canyons so rugged its 500 residents called it Gully Town. Thick vines and dense forests of oak, hickory, elm, hackberry, and walnut awaited workers. The land was slashed with deep ravines plowed out by rushing streams. After a rain, Gully Town became Mudville.


Yet still they came.


CHOLERA STRIKES


In 1849 the burgeoning settlement met with its first serious setback when cholera killed nearly 30 percent of its residents and drove out hundreds more. There were scarcely enough people left to bury the dead.


Yet by March 1853 the port was thriving once more, driven in part by the Mexican trade over the Santa Fe Trail and the discovery of gold in California. In 1850, 600 wagons got their start at Kansas City. Just 10 years later the trade amounted to 16 million pounds of merchandise each year. In 1859, 1,500 steamboats landed at the site.


The city’s first hotel—a two-story frame structure at Main Street and the levee—was established in 1846 by Thompson McDaniel to handle the travelers.


i Get a glimpse—actually an eyeful—of what our river town must have looked like around 1840. A mural that depicts riverboats and a tiny settlement on the bluffs has been painted on a brick building just east of the Broadway Bridge in the River Market area.


At the same time the Wyandot tribe owned and operated a ferry across the Kansas River, then known as the Kaw, which today’s Lewis and Clark Viaduct spans. The name of the tribe has presented some debate: Wyandot is the correct Indian spelling. The English added another T, and the French tacked on an E. But that’s nothing compared to the confusion created when the township was incorporated as Kansas City, a duplicate of the larger city across the water.


THE CIVIL WAR


But soon the division between Kansas and Missouri was deeper than the river that cut through the land. By 1850 one in five Jackson County residents was African American. Of these, nearly 3,000 were slaves. Communities, even families, were divided on the issue of slavery.


Many historians trace the beginning of the Civil War to May 1854, when the Kansas-Nebraska Act opened the former Indian Territory to settlement. The conflict between abolitionists and pro-slavery groups plunged the land, known as “Bleeding Kansas,” into political and military strife. A year later a battle known as the “Gettysburg of the West” was waged across Westport and west into what is now Mission Hills.


i Civil war history buffs will want to pick up two brochures produced by the Civil War Round Table—a 25-stop driving tour that includes important battle sites throughout the Kansas City region and a walking tour that details important locations, including Loose Park and the John Wornall House. Call (888) 397–1236, or write to the Monnett Battle of Westport Fund, P.O. Box 22528, Kansas City, MO 64113-0528.
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Kansas City’s Colorful History




	Artist Frederic Remington sold his first painting in Kansas City. The 23-year-old arrived here in 1884 and his commercial endeavors—a hardware store and a saloon—failed miserably. His paintings, however, were popular and he sold them through an art supply dealer before moving to New York.


	In 1904 Lyda Burton Conley studied law and became the first Native American female lawyer in the country. She used her new degree to petition Congress to pass a bill prohibiting the removal of the Huron Indian Cemetery in downtown Kansas City, Kansas. The resting place remains there today, a small plot of land surrounded by businesses between Sixth and Seventh Streets on Minnesota Avenue.


	The City Union Mission received a much-needed boost from a most unlikely patron when, in 1934, 92-year-old bordello owner Annie Chambers was moved to tears during a funeral sermon by Reverend David Bulkley. She deeded her opulent brothel to his cause, and her residence at Third and Wyandotte Streets was converted into a women’s shelter.


	One of the world’s most successful companies started at the YMCA. In 1910, 18-year-old Joyce Hall arrived in Kansas City from Norfolk, Nebraska, with a shoebox of postcards, which he kept under his bed at the Y. His room became the company’s first address, and today the Shoebox line of cards honors that humble beginning.


	A mural in the Missouri Capitol in Jefferson City by Kansas City artist Thomas Hart Benton depicts our rambunctious town in the 1930s. The central character in the colorful painting was Boss Tom Pendergast—for which Pendergast himself posed—dealing with real estate developer J. C. Nichols and banker William T. Kemper.


	When John Calvin McCoy married Virginia Chick in 1838, he was late for the wedding. His future father-in-law sent out a search party and found him—in his wedding attire—feverishly finishing a neighbor’s barn roof just minutes ahead of a thunderstorm.


	Mayor Milton McGee laid out Grand Avenue—the first road from the Missouri River to the town of Westport—just wide enough to get his horse and buggy turned around without having to back it up.


	The Muse of the Missouri fountain between Eighth and Ninth on Main celebrates the river’s importance in Kansas City’s history. Sculptor Wheeler Williams had planned to model the fish fountainheads after native Missouri River fish. But when he deemed our catfish too ugly he fashioned his own hybrid with a carp body and bluefish head.


	At one time Alexander Majors’s Pony Express freight and stagecoach company employed 4,000 circuit riders, including 15-year-old wagonmaster Billy Cody. But by 1860 the telegraph and railroad spelled doom for the operation, and “The Great Bullwhacker” lost his fortune. In 1895 the entertainer, now known as Buffalo Bill Cody, made his former employer part of his Wild West show.


	Some of our city’s liveliest history happened in nightspots along 18th and Vine during the Jazz Age. You can relive those days—to a more refined degree—at the district’s American Jazz Museum; the Blue Room, which doubles as a museum and nightclub; and during 12 O’Clock Jump jazz jams on Sat night at the Mutual Musicians Foundation. Get event information on the 24-hour Kansas City Jazz Ambassadors’ Hotline, (816) 753-5277.


	Where will you find the only monument and museum in the world dedicated solely to World War I? It’s not Washington, D.C., or Normandy—it’s the 217-foot-tall Liberty Memorial right here in Kansas City. Major renovations, started in 2002, have returned the site to its former glory and added a fascinating museum.








A RETURN TO PEACE AND PROSPERITY


In 1863 the government sent troops to protect the Santa Fe traders and business began to boom once more.


Yet the city, after four years of neglect, was in deplorable shape. The streets were quagmires, making traffic almost impossible. In the spring of 1865 the city negotiated a loan of $60,000 to improve road conditions and open thoroughfares. Once again things began to hum, and soon the hotel on Main Street was registering 27,000 arrivals a year.


In the meantime the settlement across the Kansas River was also growing, although more slowly. Growth escalated when the settlement’s first packing plant was built in the Central Industrial District in 1868, and it soon developed a solid base of railroads, stockyards, and industries. During this time Kansas Citians began riding to work, school, and the movies on a “bunch of bananas”: yellow streetcars that numbered 700 at the height of their eight-decade run beginning in 1869. The influx of rubber-tired buses and personal vehicles retired the last of the streetcar bells in June 1957.


BRIDGE TO THE FUTURE


In those days, despite our growth, the towns of Leavenworth, Kansas, and St. Joseph, Missouri, were leaving Kansas City, Missouri, in their dust. They had populations of 15,400 and 15,000, respectively, to our 4,000. But what these lusty rivals didn’t have were city boosters such as Robert Van Horn and Kersey Coates, who helped secure the first rail bridge to span the Mighty Mo and provide a direct rail link to Chicago. On July 3, 1869, the opening of the Hannibal Bridge was celebrated by a parade, barbecue, and fireworks. More than 20,000 people watched as the Hannibal, the pride of the Hannibal & St. Joseph Railroad, steamed across the bridge with 10 railcars in tow.


Within five years our population had soared to 32,000.


SIN CITY AND ITS SAVIORS


Yet not all of our growth was positive. In 1866 the James Gang began its crime spree by robbing a bank on Liberty, Missouri’s town square. Along with 10 compatriots they made off with $62,500; one bystander was killed. During the 1870s the gang was linked to nearly two dozen heists.


There was plenty of money to go around. In those days we had more gambling houses than any other city in the nation. One of these, Marble Hall, was a favorite of Wyatt Earp, Bat Masterson, Buffalo Bill Cody, and Wild Bill Hickok.


This era also marked the start of our meat-packing industry. Two plants for slaughtering cattle and hogs were opened, and in 1871 the stockyards were expanded in the West Bottoms. By 1878 the freewheeling town’s population had surged by 70 percent. There were 80 saloons, actually a lifesaver because the murky water supply made drinking whiskey a virtue. Annie Chambers’s posh brothel at Third and Wyandotte Streets was doing brisk business as well, and if customers tired of her establishment, they had 40 other bordellos to sample.


Our prosperity also brought conveniences. In 1879 the Missouri and Kansas Telephone Company printed its first directory, listing 46 subscribers in Kansas City, Missouri, and 12 in Kansas City, Kansas. We had an opera house, Exposition Hall, a public waterworks system with 15 miles of water mains, and a two-man fire department.


i World leader and bank robber: We celebrate both our famous native sons, Harry s. Truman and Jesse James. The lives of both men are displayed in museums and homes dedicated to their importance in the Midwest and the world.


Yet when William Rockhill Nelson moved to Kansas City from Indiana in 1880, he was appalled to find unpaved roads and haphazard walking boards instead of sidewalks. Soon he was using his newspaper, the Kansas City Evening Star, to instigate change. After he won his crusade for better fire protection and street lamps, he focused on public recreation and parks. Read more about this benevolent bear of a man in the Media chapter.


Nelson also convinced others of the importance of green spaces and planned roadways. Colonel Thomas H. Swope donated the largest gift of land in the city’s history, before or since: a 1,334-acre tract of land 4 miles from downtown. It became the park that bears his name: the second largest public green space in the United States after New York’s Central Park.


In 1891 landscape designer George Kessler was hired to create boulevards and parks using classical architecture while celebrating our eccentric topography. He carved roadways out of gorges and around hills to create wonderful scenic drives and boulevards. Buildings were springing up as fast as the roses in one of the city’s loveliest green spaces, Loose Park. By the late 1880s a building spree had given the town the nickname “Athens of the West,” based on architecture with high ornamentation and neo-Gothic styling. We built the third largest train station in the world, Union Depot, in the West Bottoms and constructed the luxurious Coates House Hotel and Coates Opera House . . . never mind that the latter was next to a cow pasture.


Real estate developers were following Kessler’s boulevards to the south. J. C. Nichols built Crestwood, a small shopping area, at 55th and Oak to serve his residences.


By 1890 we had 25 schoolhouses, 35 miles of cable car track, and nearly 6,000 new houses. Scottish immigrants laid out the city’s first golf course in the Hyde Park neighborhood in 1894. The game was a hit: These days around 300,000 Kansas Citians—or 15 percent of our population—are golfers.


KANSAS CITY SPIRIT


In 1899 the city’s first convention hall, designed by Frederick E. Hull, opened to the rousing music of John Philip Sousa’s band. A year later, fire destroyed the building just three months before the Democratic Convention was to be held. But even as the fire blazed, people circulated through the crowd soliciting donations for the building’s reconstruction. A frenzied 90 days later, the convention nominated William Jennings Bryan in one of the world’s largest indoor arenas—certainly its newest. The phrase “Kansas City Spirit” was coined that day. Locals strutted around town wearing badges boasting, “I Live in Kansas City—Ask Me.”


Six hundred visiting journalists picked up the story and soon newcomers were jamming the streets. One person drawn to the vivacious city was 18-year-old Joyce Clyde Hall, who in 1910 sold postcards from a suitcase under his bed at the YMCA—the start of Hallmark Cards.


The city’s resolve would be tested again in 1903 when spring rains turned the Missouri River into an inland sea, flooding the West Bottoms. It destroyed bridges, swept away the stockyards, filled the Union Depot, and left 22,000 people homeless. Public relief money came pouring in, and the area began to rebuild within days.


The trauma of the flooding drove William B. Strang Jr. to develop a flood-free residential area in Johnson County, Kansas. To encourage development he built an interurban railway in 1905 to take residents from downtown to home and back. It extended to the small town of Olathe farther west. Another peril—this time man-made—soon took over the West Bottoms and eventually spread over the entire city. An infamous political machine started when Jim Pendergast opened a saloon in the area. Soon his younger brother, Tom (profiled in this chapter’s Close-up), was named superintendent of streets.


By 1912 the city had 55,000 telephones, 221 churches, 72 public schools, 2,100 acres of parks, 70 miles of boulevards, and 260 miles of street railway. It also had 81 movie theaters with an average weekly attendance of nearly 450,000, almost twice the population of the city. General Hospital, an institution built to serve the city’s 24,000 black residents, became the first hospital in the nation to be run and staffed completely by African Americans.


We had other reasons to be proud. Workers hung a 6-foot clock in the archway at Union Station in the fall of 1914. The Beaux Arts–style station replaced Union Depot in the flood-worried West Bottoms. The new $60 million station at Pershing Road and Grand featured a 95-foot ceiling in the Grand Hall, three 3,500-pound chandeliers, and a North Waiting Room that held 10,000 people. During its heyday, 271 trains passed through the depot daily. Read more about Union Station’s sad decline and remarkable restoration in Attractions.


By 1914 the city had another important industry, this time in the service sector. The Federal Reserve Bank opened that year and by 1921 ranked fifth in bank-clearing volume nationwide. This attracted other federal agencies to the area, and by 1939 more than 100 federal offices were located in the metropolitan area.


Money was indeed flowing during the Gilded Age, just in time for Charles Tivol to open his jewelry store on Petticoat Lane, where a suitor could purchase a one-carat diamond for $175. The diamonds are a bit pricier these days, but the service is still unmatched at the family-owned business now on the Country Club Plaza and two other locations.


THE JAZZ AGE: GOOD TIMES AND BAD


On January 16, 1920, prohibition of liquor became part of the U.S. Constitution, yet here the Pendergast political machine kept the city wide open. It was the start of the Roaring Twenties, and no town bellowed louder. Nightclubs flourished thanks to police who were paid to ignore gambling, prostitution, and liquor. Tom Pendergast’s own gambling hall had two windows, marked donations and refunds.


Jazz musicians knew they could always get a gig in Kansas City. Duke Ellington, Cab Calloway, and other bandleaders stopped here on tours, and our local groups kept the beat with the best of them. Pianist William “Count” Basie got his start with Bennie Moten’s Kansas City Orchestra. Music poured out of nightclubs along 12th Street and 18th and Vine. The Reno Club, Harlem Nite Club, and big dance halls such as the El Torreon kept swinging all night. One young player frequented the Reno Club to listen to his idol, saxophonist Lester Young. Eventually this young man, Charlie “Bird” Parker, would create a musical style all his own.


Kansas Citians had plenty of other amusements. Fairyland Park opened in 1923. That same year the first retail building on the Country Club Plaza made its first sale and the Pla-Mor Ballroom, billed as America’s largest indoor amusement center, opened in 1927. It was soon attracting 4,000 dancers nightly. When they weren’t shopping, dancing, or riding the Ferris wheel, residents could listen to four local radio stations.


We stopped moving long enough to salute when five prominent Allied commanders, including General John J. Pershing and French Marshal Ferdinand Foch, joined Vice President Calvin Coolidge to dedicate the site of the Liberty Memorial in 1921. It was the country’s only monument to World War I. Coolidge, by now president, returned on November 11, 1926, to formally dedicate the completed memorial, with its majestic 200-foot shaft rising from a hill overlooking Union Station.


We had other heroes to celebrate as well. Formed in 1919, the all-black Kansas City Monarchs baseball team traveled the Midwest in the 1920s and 1930s, when baseball was segregated. The players thrilled fans with 43 straight wins in 1943. A team member, Jackie Robinson, was the first black player to sign with a major league team, the Brooklyn Dodgers, in 1947. Another Kansas Citian got his start during this decade. Harry S. Truman, unsuccessful as a haberdasher, was handpicked by Tom Pendergast to run for a post on the administrative court that governed Jackson County. He won, but Pendergast soon learned that Truman would not become one of his lackeys. Independence is still Harry’s Town; you can visit his museum and farmhouse. Find out more in Attractions.


HIGH TIMES


While the rest of the country was suffering during the Depression, Kansas City continued to thrive, thanks in part to Pendergast. In 1931 the Ten-Year Plan created jobs and and resulted in a new City Hall, a courthouse, miles of new roads, and art deco–style Kansas City Power & Light building. For years it was the tallest building in Missouri; it remains the most stunning, especially at night when its prismatic glass and automated lighting system change the tower’s colors. Two years later the Nelson Gallery of Art and Atkins Museum opened on the property formerly occupied by newspaper publisher William Rockhill Nelson.


It was the end of a decade—and the end of an era—when in 1939 Pendergast pleaded guilty to income tax evasion and was sentenced to 15 months in Leavenworth Prison.


WAR AND RESURGENCE


When the United States went to war, Kansas Citians went to work. Defense jobs drew 40,000 workers to Kansas City between 1940 and 1943. Most of them clocked in at the Pratt & Whitney aircraft engine plant at Bannister Road and Troost Avenue, where former homemakers and farmhands built the 2,000-horsepower engine used in Navy fighter planes.


On August 14, 1945, Missouri’s favorite son, President Harry S. Truman, declared that the war was over. The troops came home, minus some 1,250 soldiers from Jackson County who died in action.


The jubilant country was dancing to Charlie Parker’s bebop music. And here in the Midwest, we stared at our Philcos as the town’s first television station, WDAF, began regular programming on October 16, 1949. By the fall of 1950 kids were watching Whizzo the Clown on KMBC–TV. His audience was growing fast; during the next decade 100,000 babies were born in Kansas City.


As we celebrated the centennial of the city’s incorporation, things looked rosy. We had a new outdoor venue, Starlight Theatre. Mickey Mantle played outfield for the Kansas City Blues, a team in the American Association. And the Katz Drug store was selling Davy Crockett coonskin caps for 98 cents.


Then, on Friday the 13th, 1951, after 40 days of rain the Kansas River poured over its dikes to flood the Argentine district and the West Bottoms . . . again. By Saturday the Kaw had engulfed the stockyards and factories in the area and forced the evacuation of 15,000 people. Once again the city rallied. In memory of the city’s mettle when it rebuilt the Convention Hall in three months in 1900, workers rebuilt the destroyed American Royal facilities in time for the livestock show weeks later. Illustrator Norman Rockwell painted “The American Spirit,” showing a worker rolling up his sleeves while holding a blueprint.


THE TIMES ARE A-CHANGIN’


By 1962, when I-70 was replacing U.S. Highway 40 as the primary entry from the east and west, city commuters were already touting the new 55-mile I-35. Soon it would link folks who lived in Johnson County with their downtown jobs. The exodus from downtown began in earnest in 1947 when Sears Roebuck and Co. opened its first suburban store on the Country Club Plaza. Downtown stores became increasingly irrelevant. Emery, Bird, Thayer closed in 1968. Dillard’s, which replaced the venerable Macy’s store, moved to the suburbs in 1989. Only the Jones Store Co. was left, and it turned off the lights in 1998.


It was also a time when landmarks were destroyed to make room for expressways and parking lots. More than 125 buildings came tumbling down, including the former Lyric Theater at 622 Main St., Kansas City’s first public school at Independence Avenue and Cherry Street, and Bob Potee’s glittering gambling house at No. 3 Missouri Ave. in the area now known as the River Market.


But the ’60s also brought plenty to cheer about. The Chiefs professional football team played its first season in Kansas City after owner Lamar Hunt transplanted the team from Dallas. Kansas City voters approved an ordinance that required taverns, amusement parks, and public pools to admit minorities. And on September 17, 1964, the Beatles played a half-hour concert to screaming fans at Municipal Stadium. The Fab Four eventually would record their own version of “Kansas City,” the city’s anthem.


Another crowd filled the stadium when the Kansas City Royals pitched the first ball on April 8, 1969. It was Ewing Marion Kauffman, the man who started Marion Labs, who brought the team to Kansas City after the A’s moved to Oakland.


We crowded the streets on January 12, 1970, to welcome home the Chiefs, who had just won Super Bowl IV in New Orleans, beating the Minnesota Vikings 23–7. We continued our move to official sports town with the construction of a twin stadium. Arrowhead Stadium opened for the Chiefs in fall 1972; Royals Stadium housed the baseball team a year later. Today the baseball facility is called Kauffman Stadium—or simply “The K”—to honor the late baseball team owner.


When we hosted the Republican National Convention in 1976, Crown Center impressed delegates and media representatives, as did the elegant new Alameda Plaza Hotel, the first large luxury hotel to grace the Country Club Plaza. If anyone visited River Quay (pronounced key), an entertainment district near the City Market, it would be their last chance. The area opened in spring 1972 with 13 antiques shops, restaurants, and art studios taking over refurbished buildings, some dating back to the Civil War. Then organized crime took over and sleazy bars began to proliferate. Several buildings were leveled by suspicious explosions, and before the end of the decade River Quay was kaput.


But good things often come from disasters, and the demise of River Quay also helped signal the end of organized crime in Kansas City. While River Quay was folding, Westport was growing. By fall 1974 extensive sections of the old town were being revitalized for restaurants and shops.


HIGH INFLATION, HIGH EXPECTATIONS


Like every other American city, we were hit hard in the 1980s with skyrocketing inflation rates and high unemployment. But we momentarily forgot 17 percent mortgage rates when the Royals won the 1985 World Series. A champagne-soaked Ewing Kauffman celebrated with third baseman George Brett, pitcher Dan Quisenberry, the other players, and 41,628 screaming fans.


Kansas City continued its reputation as a sports town when we hosted 15,000 visitors for the NCAA Final Four basketball tournament in April 1988. We celebrated other sports heroes, for reasons that often went deeper than skills with a club or a bat. Golfer Tom Watson resigned from the Kansas City Country Club (where he learned to play golf) in 1990 because the club would not allow a Jewish businessman, Henry Bloch, to join. In 1992 George Brett made the 3,000th hit of his career at Royals Stadium. Two years later he retired, perhaps because his biggest fan, Ewing Kauffman, was no longer in the stands to watch him play. The philanthropist had died the year before.


WORKING TOGETHER


As we started looking toward our 150-year anniversary, city leaders began to push for a renewed interest in our central core. In 1996 voters across five counties passed the Bi-state Cultural Tax, the first two-state effort of its kind in the country. Work began to convert the grand old depot into a science museum and entertainment venue, a project that would cost more than $200 million. Soon voters were also saying “yes” to restoring the Liberty Memorial.


We maintained our interest in public art. Bartle Hall got its Sky Stations—some call them “hair curlers”—in 1994. Giant shuttlecocks dotted the lawn at Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art. We continued our love affair with fountains: Water displays define the entrances to business parks, government buildings, and neighborhoods.


We stopped razing and started restoring historic buildings from the River Market area to the downtown Garment District, Hyde Park, and the Northeast area; Quality Hill and West Bottoms to the east side of town.
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Thomas J. Pendergast


Every great city has both demons and do-gooders in its roster of historical figures. In the case of Thomas Pendergast, we got both. The powerful Pendergast political machine began, fittingly enough, with a horse race. Jim Pendergast used his winnings to launch a saloon below the bluffs in the West Bottoms, an area filled with warehouses, rail lines, and livestock pens. His watering hole also served as a bank for the working class. He was elected alderman in 1892 and soon extended his influence to the north end of the city. Eighteen years later his younger brother, Tom, replaced him as alderman. The Pendergast tradition of finding jobs for the unemployed and feeding the poor during holidays continued, even after Tom moved out of the West Bottoms into a mansion at 5650 Ward Parkway.


Boss Tom parlayed 5 years on the city council into a 30-year reign over graft, prostitution, gambling, and rigged elections. And he determined that real power and wealth were tied to business. His Riverside Racetrack pulled in plenty of dough, his Jefferson Hotel was the place to buy liquor and a little action, and his Ready-Mix Concrete Company paved Brush Creek, which fronts the Country Club Plaza.


The Pendergast power reached its zenith (many would say its nadir) between 1925 and 1939. Hundreds of nightclubs operated around the clock. Operators, gamblers, and prostitutes didn’t fear police raids; they knew they’d soon go free.


The rest of the nation was noticing. NBC Radio tagged Kansas City a “hot spot” for hoodlums. In 1938 the Christian Science Monitor called Kansas City “wider open than any place outside Reno” and blasted residents for being “astonishingly complacent about it all.” Not everyone was. Missouri Governor Lloyd C. Stark—who had once sought Pendergast’s support and was denied—called for a federal probe of Boss Tom. The crime? An insurance fix he set up through the statehouse, a place referred to as “Uncle Tom’s Cabin.”


Crime may have been high during this period, but so, too, was the city’s growth. Some say Kansas City avoided the worst of the Depression because the Pendergast connections attracted federal funds to the area. Pendergast supported a $40 million public works project, a 10-year plan that changed the city’s skyline. By 1930 the city had impressive new buildings, including the Federal Reserve Bank Building, Board of Trade, Kansas City Power & Light building, the 29-story City Hall, Jackson County Courthouse, and the Municipal Auditorium, these last two constructed with concrete from Pendergast’s concrete company. Pendergast’s company also provided the materials for the Nelson Art Gallery and the runways at the new Municipal Airport.


Pendergast handpicked politicians, including a Jackson County judge, Harry S. Truman, who became a candidate for the U.S. Senate in 1934. Truman, a celebrated straight shooter himself, admired Pendergast’s ability to get things done but stood up to Boss Tom when it came to shady dealings. Was Pendergast a friend or foe? Most historians admit he was both. To workers, particularly immigrants who came to a new city without connections, he was a godsend. The city paid 400 Pendergast captains to stop by houses during the 1930s and 1940s to make sure there was enough coal for the winter, enough food for hard times, a job if you needed one. The grateful masses kept electing Pendergast’s picks.


Ballots, in fact, would be Boss Tom’s downfall. Over 60,000 of those votes were found to be cast by “ghosts” who were falsely registered. Vagrants were paid 25 cents for every vote. Eventually 259 Pendergast supporters were convicted by federal juries for conspiracy involving voting fraud.


Pendergast’s own betting addiction ended his glory days. He was arraigned in 1939 for failure to pay taxes on a bribe he took to pay off gambling debts. After serving 15 months in prison, he lived quietly at his home at 5650 Ward Parkway until his death in 1945. His stronghold on city government was over, but he left another legacy: When the books were audited the city was $22 million in debt.


With a new reform group in control, what we lost in revenue and vibrancy—slot machines were trucked away and jazz clubs lost their crowds—we made up for with a renewed civic pride.





We also began to honor our history by paying tribute to the people, places, and events that formed our city. In 1997 we opened the Negro Leagues Baseball Museum and the Kansas City Jazz Museum at 18th and Vine Streets, once the heart of the African-American neighborhood. The driving force behind these redevelopments was Emanuel Cleaver II a Methodist minister who was mayor of Kansas City from 1991 to 1999. Cleaver made history as the first African-American mayor of the city. His replacement, Kay Waldo Barnes, was the first woman to hold the office.


Other cities within the metropolis began to thrive under fresh leadership. Even the sister city across the river awoke from more than a century of slumber. Carol Marinovich, the new mayor/chief executive of the Unified Government of Wyandotte County/Kansas City, Kansas, thrilled residents and surprised some neighboring cities when she announced plans for the new Kansas Speedway. The track, which opened in 2001, hosts three NASCAR-sponsored races each year to bring an estimated $170 million boost to the city’s economy, the equivalent of a Super Bowl every year. Meanwhile, Ed Eilert, mayor of Overland Park, Kansas, for 20 of the city’s 40 years, transformed the bedroom community into the state’s fastest-growing city.


LOOKING FORWARD


Visitors and newcomers have always been surprised to find in Kansas City a town that’s vibrant and varied, friendly yet sophisticated. The best is yet to be. There’s a palpable new energy here, especially in the urban core that’s been neglected for so long. Like many positive changes it started on two fronts. Corporate leaders stopped waiting for a master plan and slowly began to put their money and influence into opening offices, living spaces, and cultural venues downtown. Meanwhile young artists began to create lofts and studios out of abandoned buildings between downtown and Crown Center, creating an exciting avenue of arts that brought in patrons and encouraged restaurants and retail shops. Even the storied West Bottoms are coming back with new art galleries, cafes, and businesses.


It has paid off in one of the country’s most spectacular downtown transformations, including an entertainment district, a new arena, and renovated hotels.


KANSAS C ITY’S P ROMINENT CITIZENS


Kansas City’s leaders are continuing a tradition that began almost as soon as the town took hold: that of giving back to the community through endowments, expertise, and plenty of cash. For instance, 72 percent of households in Kansas City made charitable gifts in 2007. And of those, the average pay-out was $3,375—50 percent above the U.S. average. So cheer these modern-day heroes—named and unnamed—who continue to make this city a great place to live and work. As you’ll see in the profiles below, their reach often extends beyond our borders to help millions through education and medical research.
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