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INTRODUCTION


Throughout its modern history, since native tribes were driven from its eighty-two thousand square miles of grassy, windswept plains, Kansas has been a battleground of sorts. It’s a state of contention rooted, perhaps, in Kansas’s location at the geographical center of the United States. Wedged between the abolitionist North and the proslavery South, Kansas saw many bloody battles during its formative years as a free state.


True to their progressive origins, Kansans in later decades would provide a new home for former slaves fleeing the South; lend considerable momentum to the women’s suffrage movement; organize historic labor strikes; invent the modern mental health hospital; lead the aircraft industry; help spearhead the lawsuit that led to desegregation; and turn a tornado-ravaged town into a world-class prototype of eco-friendly building.


Yet, with a deeply conservative and moralistic streak, Kansans also would be the first in the union to prohibit alcohol; dramatically obstruct a Wichita abortion clinic entrance for an entire summer; and vote to redefine science standards for its public schools, allowing for the teaching of creationist theories alongside evolution.


Kansas’s best-known residents reveal the state’s sociopolitical paradoxes: from Carrie Nation’s violent crusade for Prohibition to Amelia Earhart’s feminist declarations and demonstrations of her gender’s capabilities; from charlatan John Brinkley’s preying on rural communities to future president Dwight D. Eisenhower’s steady integrity and work ethic.


Even the weather in Kansas swings from one extreme to another, offering both dry, blistering summers and unforgiving, deadly winters. Just as armed forces once fought over Kansas soil, and ideological factions have fought over Kansas’s soul, weather fronts fight over its skies. Over Kansas, warm, moist air from the Gulf of Mexico clashes with cold, dry air from the north, creating the tornadoes for which the state is well known.


It’s that big, swirling sky from which Kansas gets its motto, one that seems to capture the state’s history of hard-won battles and progress: “Ad Astra Per Aspera,” or “To the Stars Through Difficulty.”




TWELVE MILE CREEK


8400 B.C.


The small, muscular men ran alongside the herd of bison, whooping and waving their spears. They had peeled about twenty of the animals from a much larger herd and now, partially clothed with pelts to block the cold, early-spring air, they swept the animals toward a nearby ravine. The bisons’ hooves pounded the earth, kicking up pieces of mud as the herd veered warily from the hunters. Closer, closer…. Finally, one bison went over the edge, then the next. The men continued to close in, and soon the whole bunch of bison lay dead or writhing at the bottom of the ravine next to a half-frozen stretch of moving water.


The hunters hurried down the steep incline to inspect their kill, bison piled atop one another in a mangled mess of fur, horns, and hooves. The largest of the animals, a strong, impressive beast, kicked its legs at the edge of the pile. One of the men hoisted his spear, lunged, and drove into the bison the dart point he had painstakingly carved from rock. The point cut through the bison’s tough flesh and found its resting place beneath a shoulder blade. The animal was still.


The men whooped to the sky, relieved that their families would have a bounty of meat and clothing. Together, they set about skinning the animals, tearing off their large legs, filleting the muscles from their backs, taking a break to sip from the creek in the grassy expanse that would become western Kansas more than ten thousand years later.


That’s how it might have happened, anyway. What we know for sure is this: Someone in prehistoric western Kansas killed at least thirteen bison (more may have eroded before the discovery). And one of those bison had a projectile point behind its scapula—the discovery of which, in 1895, raised all sorts of questions about the timing of man’s arrival in North America.


Many archaeologists believe that humans first arrived in Kansas and its continent around 10,000 B.C. by crossing the Bering Strait, a stretch of land that connected Siberia and Alaska toward the end of the Ice Age—invisible now, as ice melt increased sea levels and receded coastlines. Others believe people showed up much earlier, perhaps landing on the Pacific Coast in boats. However they got here, they descended from Asian ancestors and were as tough as nails. Though Kansas was no longer completely covered in ice, it was much colder than it is now, with less marked seasons. The true pioneers of this land, known as paleoindians, survived by hunting everything from rabbits to mammoth and by gathering berries and seeds. They are the distant ancestors of modern-day Native American tribes. One of their few tangible legacies, though, is the spearheads they chipped from stone, able to survive millennia of Kansas elements.


One such stone point reared its head about a hundred years ago at Twelve Mile Creek.


Twelve Mile Creek, today a small stream, runs north to south into the Smoky Hill River on the High Plains of western Kansas, about forty miles from the Colorado border. In 1895, Logan County resident Charles Wood found fossil teeth eroding in the stream’s banks at the north edge of the Smoky Hill River Valley. A nearby steep slope, cut vertically by Twelve Mile Creek, revealed a trove of prehistoric treasures. Wood contacted a party of University of Kansas paleontologists digging around the western part of the state and led department assistants Handel T. Martin and T. R. Overton to the discovery.


Martin and Overton set about extracting the fossils of thirteen bison—a now-extinct form—from a blue-gray silt “bone bed” of about ten square feet. One of the skeletons even had a fetal skeleton in its pelvis, suggesting that the kill happened in late winter or early spring, when wild animals reproduce. These were exciting discoveries in themselves during that early era of paleontology, but the real gem of the dig was a small piece of flint—a projectile point touching a shoulder blade of the largest skeleton in the bunch.


When Martin made this find, it was the first time a professional in North America had uncovered a fluted point—proof of man’s presence—in connection with something so old: ten thousand years old, in fact, at a time when many archaeologists believed that humans arrived on the continent no earlier than three thousand years ago. Furthermore, it was the first discovery of a paleoindian bison kill. The bison skeleton that yielded the projectile point might have been the first bison skeleton ever mounted for public exhibition, and it’s still referenced in many textbooks. But, in many ways, the paleontology community of the day failed to grasp the importance of Twelve Mile Creek.


First, the spearhead went missing.


It disappeared—was stolen, perhaps—from the University of Kansas paleontology department. It’s still missing today. All that remains of the fluted point is a photograph and a simple drawing. This snafu cast doubt on the Kansas discovery linking prehistoric humans and animals, as did the paleontologists’ reluctance to allow outsiders to analyze and validate their findings.


Decades later, in the 1920s, paleontologists discovered a spearhead between the ribs of a bison skeleton near Folsom, New Mexico. The skeleton was ten thousand years old, no one made off with the fluted point, and Folsom became one of the most famous archaeological sites in North America. Articles and personal letters show Twelve Mile Creek to have been influential on the excavators at Folsom, but the Kansas site’s opportunity for real fame had passed.


Later analysis of the Twelve Mile Creek findings, however, proved that the discovery had been legit and the first of its kind. Radiocarbon readings dated the fossils to about 8400 B.C., more than ten thousand years ago, and ancient scrapes to the bone, covered in root marks, proved that someone had butchered the animals. Furthermore, photographs of the missing projectile point reveal it to be the appropriate style of point associated with paleoindians—information unknown to researchers at the turn of the century.


Twelve Mile Creek had even more tricks up its sleeve, though.


First, the discovered spearhead appeared to have been resharpened, thus shortening it from its original shape. A lengthened version of the point would be categorized as a “Clovis”-era projectile point, which archaeologists now know predates the shorter sort of points found at the Folsom site by a good thousand years. So, either the carbon dating was off a good deal, or the hunters were a bit behind the times in tool-making.


They were ahead of their time, though, in hunting techniques. By and large, Clovis hunters killed their prey by surrounding it and stabbing it with multiple sharp weapons. But the hunters at Twelve Mile Creek seem to have driven the bison herd over a cliff—a clever tactic thought to have been developed much later. The small area in which the skeletons were found, just ten square feet, could only hold such a number of bison if they were piled atop one another, as they would end up if plummeting from the same point. And the fossil pile’s proximity to a stream channel and a steep drop leaves little doubt that the bison fell to their death.


The Twelve Mile Creek people threw archaeologists for yet another loop by decapitating their prey. The remains’ detached skulls and hack marks along neck vertebrae seem to prove this, though few other paleoindian sites reveal the practice of removing bison heads.


Another important clue that Twelve Mile Creek gives us to the long-ago past: pollen, stuck in the silt that coated the bison fossils. Once analyzed, the pollen told researchers that western Kansas in 8400 B.C. was a very different place from the flat, dry expanse we know today. When paleoindians hunted and gathered, the area was moist and partially covered with the pine forests now receded to the Rocky Mountains.


Many fossils have been uncovered in Kansas, including those of toothy, forty-foot reptiles who swam the sea that covered the state more than a hundred million years ago. But arguably none has involved such controversy as the slain bison of Twelve Mile Creek.




CITY OF GOLD, SEA OF GRASS


1541


Kansas is known today for its acres and acres of golden wheat. Just plain gold, though? Not so much.


Unfortunately for Francisco Vázquez de Coronado, he didn’t know as much in 1541. Coronado, the famed Spanish conquistador, staked everything on his belief that a journey north from Mexico to modern-day Kansas would yield boundless riches. He just had to get to Quivira, the city of gold.


The rumor and eventual legend of Quivira had hung over Spain for centuries, probably beginning around 1150, when seven Catholic bishops fled Spain during the Crusades. Legend had it that these bishops crossed the ocean and discovered faraway lands of immense treasures. Excitement over these rich cities flared up in 1536, when Spanish explorer Cabeza de Vaca and his companions wandered from Florida to Mexico and reported finding magnificent villages along the way. A few years later, Spain got serious about exploring the mysterious northern expanse of the New World.


Coronado, thirty years old, was charged with leading an expedition of more than three hundred Spaniards on horseback, along with about a thousand native servants and slaves. The king supplied plenty of weapons, sparkling metal armor, horses, and food, including herds of livestock that would be along for the ride. The journey began February 23, 1540, at Compostela, heading north along Mexico’s western coast. With such a massive entourage, the going was slow; after a month, they had traveled three hundred miles and reached the coastal city of Culiacan. Tapped out of many of their supplies, the explorers refueled there before a select group of them, including Coronado, pushed across the Rio Sonora, into the White Mountains of modern-day New Mexico and Arizona—eighty years before the pilgrims would land at Plymouth Rock. There, in the distance, they saw a large dwelling that surely would be a city of gold.


But what they actually had found was a simple village of a few hundred Zuni tribesmen. The place was not made of sparkling towers but of flat-roofed pueblos three or four stories high, and its riches weren’t metals but rather corn, beans, fowl, and salt. Coronado sent his crossbowmen and musketeers forward in attack, but the natives did not give up their home easily. Coronado, decked out in shiny armor for the occasion, himself received several blows. “They knocked me down to the ground twice with countless great stones which they threw down from above, and if I had not been protected by the very good headpiece which I wore, I think that the outcome would have been bad for me,” he later wrote. The Zuni surrendered, and the Spanish army took over the village, guaranteeing food and shelter for the troops.


Despite the disappointment of finding no gold at this first battle, Coronado still had his eye on the prize. He was heartened by natives’ reports of great civilizations to the east and dispatched some of his men to explore those lands. One group found the impressive Pueblo dwellings near what we now call the Pecos River, promptly kicking out the natives and commandeering food, supplies, and women for their own purposes.


Soon a native they called “the Turk,” due to his dark complexion, described to them a place to the northeast called Quivira, a great kingdom full of the riches for which they’d hoped. Gold bells hung from trees there, he said, and even the water jugs were made of gold. He himself once had a golden bracelet from this land, he said. He agreed to lead the men to Quivira.


Other prisoners denied the Turk’s claims, even under torture, but Coronado very much wanted to believe these latest stories of treasure. He needed something to show the king for his expedition. After a revolt among the Pueblo, he ordered the brutal massacre of hundreds of their people and was ready to move on.


Following a cold winter along the Rio Grande, Coronado moved his entire group of more than fifteen hundred Spanish soldiers and native slaves in April 1541. When they saw for the first time the Great Plains of North America, Coronado’s men were astounded by the landscape—its innumerable bison, its flat expanses of grass, its nomadic tribes. One captain wrote that the bison were “the most monstrous beasts ever seen or read about…. I do not know what to compare them with unless it be the fish in the sea … because the plains were covered with them.” The people, he said, “clothe themselves with cotton and the skins of cows and dress of the feathers of the fowls.” Another Spaniard wrote of their complete sustenance on bison in lieu of growing corn as the southwestern tribes did: “with the skins they make their houses, with the skins they clothe and shoe themselves, of the skins they make rope, and also of the wool; from the sinews they make thread … from the bones they make awls; the dung serves them for wood … the stomachs serve them for pitchers and vessels from which they drink; they live on the flesh; they sometimes eat it half roasted and warmed over the dung, at other times raw; seizing it with their fingers, they pull it out with one hand and with a flint knife in the other they cut off mouthfuls … they drink the blood just as it leaves the cows … they have no other means of livelihood.” Coronado described the plains as “so vast that I did not find the limit anywhere that I went, although I traveled over them for more than 300 leagues.”


But after traveling east, the Turk began to lead them into a confusing ocean of grass. Coronado wrote, “I traveled five days more as the guides wished to lead me, until I reached some plains, with no more landmarks than as if we had been swallowed up in the sea because there was not a stone, nor a bit of rising ground, nor a tree, nor a shrub nor anything to go by.” Another chronicler marveled at the sheer flatness of the land: “The country is so level that men became lost when they went off half a league. One horseman was lost, who never reappeared, and two horses, all saddled and bridled, which they never saw again. No track was left of where they went.” They were somewhere in northern Texas, pummeled by the area’s powerful springtime thunderstorms. “The hail broke many tents, and battered many helmets, and wounded many of the horses, and broke all the crockery of the army,” one conquistador wrote. More importantly, the group was utterly lost, in a sea of grass. This may have been the Turk’s goal.


The Spanish eventually encountered a nomadic Teya tribe, who insisted that there was no “city of gold,” but Coronado pressed north with about thirty of his best men—and the Turk.


After more than a month traversing the plains, crossing the Texas and Oklahoma panhandles, Coronado crossed “the river Quivira”—the Arkansas River—somewhere near Dodge City. Soon they found the Quivira people, now known as the Wichita. Their village was smack in the middle of Kansas, around today’s Rice County, and utterly devoid of gold. The straw huts where he had imagined walls of gold finally crushed Coronado’s faith in a mythical kingdom. His conquistadors tortured the Turk into confessing that he had led them astray intentionally, in an attempt to free the Pueblo people at the Pecos River. He was strangled to death.


The Spanish stayed with the Quivira for some time before returning to earlier posts, being sure along the way to raise a cross into which was chiseled Coronado’s name. This cross appears to be lost to time, though Spanish artifacts such as chain mail have been found in Kansas and across the plains. (In 1886 a Kansas man discovered a rusted sword blade in central Kansas near Cimarron; it was inscribed with the words “No me saques sin razon; no me enbaines sin honor,” a common inscription for Spanish swords meaning “Draw me not without reason; sheath me not without honor.” A hundred years later, though, experts would date the sword to the 1700s, far too late to have belonged to Coronado’s men.)


During the winter of 1541–1542, his ambitions defeated, Coronado was badly trampled by his own horse during a frivolous race. One of his captains reported that, during Coronado’s recovery, the general “recollected what a scientific friend of his in Salamanca had told him, that he would become a powerful lord in distant lands, and that he would have a fall from which he would never be able to recover. This expectation of death made him desire to return and die where he had a wife and children.”


In April 1542, his expedition having covered four thousand miles without finding any gold, Coronado left America.




INDIAN REMOVAL


1831


The people of the Delaware tribe were bone-thin and freezing in their new land, a windy plain that looked and smelled different than their home in the east. This place, which soon would be called Kansas, was flatter than the places they had known, with no dense forests, no hills or trees to break the winter wind. The Delaware never wanted to come here. The United States government had forced them to move—again.


As white settlers expanded south and west from their colonial regions, they repeatedly encountered tribes of native people whose presence they found cumbersome to development. In the 1700s, the Delaware and other northeastern tribes were forced south to make room for white expansion. Then, in 1830, President Andrew Jackson pushed the Indian Removal Act into law, allowing for even more aggressive federal action against native peoples. William Clark, the superintendent of Indian affairs and former explorer of Lewis and Clark fame, had paved the way for the Delaware’s removal earlier that year, as he outlined in a letter to Secretary of War John Eaton in February 1830.




I take the liberty of enclosing a letter or talk receaved a few days agoe from Chief Anderson of the Delaware Nation of Indians, and his Captains, on the Subject of exchanging Their lands within the State, for Lands on the Kanzas River, by which it appears they are anxious to effectly reducing the Terms on which they were willing to exchange two years agoe except the additional Annuity and paying their Traders their demands, is such as they will necessarily require to enable them to progress with any certainty of success on lands which is contemplated for them to settle upon.





So, soon after the Indian Removal Act became law, the Delaware found themselves moved once more—this time, pushed west toward what is now Kansas. Yanked from their stores of food and supplies, the tribe now relied on the U.S. government for sustenance, with an “Indian agent” serving as a liaison.


One agent, Richard Cummins, met the Delaware in late 1830 as they passed through Missouri en route to the Kansas River. As winter was settling in, the tribe’s leaders demanded the provisions and annuity payments that their people had been promised. Cummins relayed this to his boss, William Clark. In a letter dated December 3, 1830, Cummins asks Clark whether he should deliver food and clothing to the four hundred Delaware—among them, women, children, and elderly—nearing their new home.


“The Chiefs demand of me their provisions as provided for in their Treaty, and say it was to be delivered to them on their land, if it was your intention or wish that I should furnish them there provisions on their land I wish you to instruct me to that effect, I have told them that their Treaty was not yet ratified, and that no Appropriation was made to carry it into effect,” Cummins wrote.
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