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KANSAS CURIOSITIES








Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date


The author and editors have made every effort to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible; however, many things can change after a guide is published—regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.


We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to 64 S. Main St., Essex, CT 06426.


Thanks for your input!
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To my grandson, Jordan, an adventurer, who has rambled through Kansas many a time, and all the Kansans who opened their hearts and businesses to me as I worked my way through the state revising this book.
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Preface to the Fourth Edition

Being as this book is about Kansas, it is fitting I think that I was immediately reminded of the first hay bale maze I went through as a kid. I don’t remember where, except that it was in Kansas, probably on the ranch where my uncle Danny worked. I have since graduated to cornfield mazes, and more than once I have felt like I’ve been in one of those mazes while working on this book.


Imagine a nice, sunny fall day in Kansas. I was excited to see the entrance of the maze. I also knew there was an exit, but getting from in to out would be a challenge. In the beginning, I was thrilled to be on an adventure, but once inside, things changed. It became hot and stuffy, almost smothering at times. I could not see out the top and, looking down the long corridors, everything looked the same. At turns in the maze, I’d take the wrong path, end up at a dead end, have to turn around and go back to the beginning of the directional split; that is, everything looked like where I just came from. I questioned, do I go right or left? After many wrong turns and some claustrophobic moments, I was relieved to finally spot the exit with light pouring in. When I stepped out into the cool breeze, I was glad I went through, but glad to not have to make any more decisions about which way to go.


It was a similar feeling with this book. I knew where to start, where I was going to end, but in the middle of it, I have to admit there were panic attacks and some intense, stressful moments. Having a full-time job only allowed me to work on the book on Friday and the weekends. With each entry I deleted, I had to add an entry and find a picture. I would speak to people, get a good Kansas lead, only to find it led to a dead end, sometimes literally. When I started my third pass through the book, I started to feel a little better, like I could breathe when Sunday night arrived.


Finally, the end was in sight. Every time I finish a book, like going through mazes, I question if I should have done this or that. Sometimes I think I should have zigged when I zagged. Knowing I have good editors helped me not to hyperventilate. When all is said and done, looking at the accomplishment, like making it through one of Kansas’s cornfield mazes, makes it all worth it.


I hope you enjoy this literary Kansas cornfield maze. I think you’ll enjoy the twists and turns, the places like Belvue and Coldwater, and people you’ll meet along the way as much as I did. It was a challenge, but Kansas is worth it. I think you’ll think so too.








Introduction

When I was asked to update this book, I have to be honest, I was a little surprised. Globe likes to choose authors based on their being native to the state they write about. After giving it some thought though, I decided to take the assignment. Even though I wasn’t born in Kansas, I have spent a lot of time there. And after all, it is the sister state to the state (Oklahoma) I was born and raised in.


My first experience in Kansas is driving through Medicine Lodge on the way to visit my grandparents and aunts and uncles in Wilmore. My uncle worked on a ranch outside Wilmore, which is located in the southwestern part of the state, and my grandparents lived in the town proper right off Main Street. My grandmother’s sister and her husband lived across the street, which was actually just a little shared driveway where they would park their car on one side and my grandparents would use the other side.


We’d walk down to the post office to get the mail, and if we were lucky and the only restaurant in town was open, we’d grab a soda before driving out to the ranch where my uncle worked. I remembered him either repairing saddles or loading us in the truck to go find the badger that was harassing the livestock.


Anyone who has been to Wilmore knows it’s in the middle of nowhere Kansas. When my parents and another uncle and aunt moved there, I asked why here? Why Wilmore? My uncle told me he used to go to school here and in fact, it was quite a bustling town at one time. As population was only about 60, I didn’t believe him until he went and showed me the school’s brick foundation. But I’ll let you read more about Wilmore in one of the book entries.


I will have to add that Wilmore had one gas station—sort of. It’s two pumps that you have to have a key to turn them on. Since everybody in town has a key anyway, I asked my grandfather why they just didn’t leave the pumps unlocked. “We don’t want riffraff coming in, stealing our gas,” he said.


A trip to town meant going to Coldwater, which is about 20 miles away, for maybe ice cream or getting a pizza at Dave’s for dinner if it was a weekday. For groceries or any kind of “big” shopping, Dodge City was the destination, and it would be an all-day affair. Most people had gardens; ranchers in the area supplied meat or a planned “huntin’” trip bought in squirrel or rabbit. A trip to the local lake or pond would also supply some fish for the table.


I once heard Kansas described as the “land God forgot” because trees are sparse, and it doesn’t have mountains like Colorado. But a drive down I-70, then a turn on any of the county roads, which most call “side roads,” and Kansas comes alive. The vineyards, sunflower and wheat fields, cows, and antelope along the way give plenty of personality to the flat land—and that’s just for starters. Sure, a tractor or wheat baler may slow you down a bit, but western Kansas people enjoy a slower lifestyle and that’s fine by them.


As you go farther east, if you want fast-paced areas with chain restaurants and stores, you can find them in Lawrence, Saline, Kansas City, and Wichita. But there’s also Troy, Kansas—home to a taste of Louisiana at Cajun Food Coma—and some other places of interest like the Etzanoa archeological dig and the town of Lincoln, where the Kansas state flag was born.
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Perchance the only state with two towns with hot and cold water towers?




As far as land diversity goes, in the east you’ve got your hills and valleys where glaciers once carved the landscape in the north, while rolling hills and oak trees sit predominantly in the southeast. To the west, the terrain shifts to grasslands with rocky soil. The western and central part of Kansas is mostly flat, let’s face it, but there are those beautiful red-soiled canyons down by Medicine Lodge that make up for some pretty up-and-down roads. And the drive down I-70 and 25? Where else can you go and see operational trains, antelope, oil, sunflower and wheat fields, a chimney sweep, and acres of windmills? Those two highways are as familiar to me as my own reflection. I drive them at least four times a year and always look forward to stopping at the Braum’s in Salina and seeing that chimney sweep up the road from McPherson.


You can get lost on the back roads of Kansas, but that just allows you to find some gems. I once ran across a little antique store just outside Sun City, where I discovered a set of old playing cards that I used for an art project.


No, I don’t see Kansas as a state God forgot, I see it as a state God decided to give to ranchers, farmers, and anyone else who wants a different lifestyle. Kansas holds a special place in my heart. My parents, grandparents, aunts, and uncles loved the state so much, they wanted to be buried in its soil. And they are, just outside of Coldwater in the Crown Heights Cemetery. Kansas and all of its people are what makes America who she is. Kansas is truly a state in the heartland with people who make the state what it is.


While writing this book I learned a lot about the state, its people, its places, and the pride the citizens who live here have in their home. Even though I wasn’t born here, Kansas too has won a place in my heart. I hope I have done right by the people and places I have introduced you to here, and as you travel around the state you’ll find those little oases like Troy, Wilmore, and Sun City. I hope the next time you find yourself in Kansas or just thinking about it, you smile and think that Kansas is perfect and know in your heart it is; its location and its people make it so. It is truly a wonderful place to live and if you are ever fortunate enough to visit, don’t hesitate. I bet you’ll fall in love with Kansas too.



More Powerful Than a Locomotive, More Liberal Than California

Before we go any further, we need to burst some bubbles, a couple of myths that need dispelling.


About the tornadoes, I can’t dismiss the fact that we’ve had a few over the years. In fact, there used to be a town called Irving, up in northeastern Kansas, that was hit by two tornadoes in one day, something weather forecasters claim is a statistical impossibility.


On May 30, 1879, a little after 4 p.m., the first tornado hit, killing six at the Gale residence (none, as far as I know, was named Dorothy), breaking every bone in the bodies of tethered livestock, and picking up a wagon carrying 1,000 board feet of lumber, which was never seen again. Hardly had the folks of Irving recovered from the first shock when the second tornado blew in from a different direction, flattening what was left.
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In another incident, in what used to be Codell in Reno County, a twister struck on May 20, 1916, May 20, 1917, and May 20, 1918. May 20, 1919, I’m happy to report, was a beautiful spring day. Then there was the Greensburg tornado on May 4, 2007. It tracked 28.8 miles, killed 12 people, injured 63, and was the first to be rated EF5 on the new Enhanced Fujita Scale.


But despite these anomalies, the fact remains that Kansas is not even remotely close to being the state with the most tornadoes per year. In fact, it’s fourth, behind Texas, Oklahoma, and Florida. And if you’re keeping tabs on killer tornadoes, it doesn’t even make the top 10.


And then there’s the issue of being backward. All I can say is, Kansas women have been voting, holding office, and passing bills for almost two centuries. In 1888 an all-woman town council led by a female mayor was elected in Oskaloosa. This was 32 years before women in the rest of the country could even vote. And Oskaloosa’s wasn’t the first female mayor. Argonia elected Susanna Salter a year earlier.


Kansas was also the first state to ratify the 15th Amendment, giving Black people the right to vote. It was the first to advocate a 40-hour work-week, and the first to push for the 1906 pure food and drug laws.


When Kansas was first settled, it was a place of daring social experimentation. Whole communities were established on such progressive concepts as racial equality, vegetarianism, socialism, and open marriage. In the 1890s, an Irish promoter even convinced English dukes and lords to send their lazy sons to Kansas to train in the art of farming. Runnymede, one of dozens of communities started in Kansas, had a racetrack, a polo field, a steeplechase course, and an official purpose: to dispense agrarian knowledge to the frivolous rich. Hundreds of reform newspapers were published in Kansas, including Lucifer the Light-Bringer, a Valley Falls weekly vehement in its quest for equal marriage rights.


Some of the bold experiments failed. Others prospered and led the way in social, religious, and political freedoms for the entire nation.


As journalist William Allen White once said, “Things start in Kansas that finish in history.”
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Northeast

If it weren’t for the northeast corner, the state of Kansas would resemble a perfect rectangle, 400 miles long and 200 miles high. Luckily, that end of Kansas looks like a ravenous mastodon came along and gnawed off a big chunk. To my mind, that gives our asymmetrical state a little personality. A tad bit of geographic charisma.

The northeast, of course, claims Kansas City, the state’s eponymous and most well-known city, but truth be told, most of what people associate with Kansas City—the Chiefs, the jazz, the barbecue—is situated in the other Kansas City, the one a stone’s throw across the river in that wannabe—Missouri.

The one with all the flair—Strawberry Hill and the Ag Hall of Fame—is on our side. Again, Kansans are kinda too busy to spend much time bragging about it.

The northeast also has lots of little towns with fascinating graveyards, motorcycles built out of pull tabs and bones (both chicken legs and cow mandibles), and architecture you won’t find in any Frank Lloyd Wright museum. Or at least last we checked, the famous architect wasn’t setting old pickups in concrete.


And They Said the Moon Had No Trees

Atchison

I’ve heard of some pretty crazy gardening techniques—mixing beer with apple juice and ammonia, using Juicy Fruit gum to ward off moles—but the International Forest of Friendship on the slopes of Lake Warnock outside of Atchison might just take the cake. Tree planters there sent a sycamore seed all the way to the moon and back before sticking it in the ground. The Moon Tree, as it’s called, was planted from a seed that Command Pilot Stuart Roosa took with him on Apollo 14.

The forest was planted in 1976 when the Ninety-Nines, the International Organization of Women Pilots, decided to uphold the wish of their
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first president, Amelia Earhart, who dreamed of world peace through flying. They sent out a plea to members the world over: “Send your native saplings to Amelia’s hometown of Atchison.”

The saplings, now more than 49 years old, grew into a forest. Joining the Moon Tree are trees from all 50 states and more than 40 countries, a cherry tree from George Washington’s Mount Vernon estate, and a redbud from President Eisenhower’s home. In addition to a bronze statue of Amelia, there’s a walkway called Memory Lane that has more than 750 plaques commemorating aviation and notable pilots the world over.

On the second weekend of September, the Ninety-Nines add more new names and plaques. The forest is located a mile south of the junction of US 59 and US 73. Call (913) 367-1419 or check out www.ninety-nines.org or the forest’s website, www.ifof.org, for more info.




President du Jour

Atchison

Unlike most states, Kansas has two presidential libraries. It also has a presidential loser’s library (the Dole Institute in Lawrence, which even has clips of Bob Dole’s infamous Viagra commercial) and a gallery of Oval Office wannabes (the Gallery of Also-Rans in Norton; see the Northwest chapter).

The older of our two presidential libraries, the Eisenhower Museum and Library in Abilene, is pretty well known. It’s one of 10 presidential libraries administered by the National Archives and Records Administration. It gets thousands of tourists each year.

Our other presidential library, the one that honors our 12th president (no, not Zachary Taylor, he was the 13th and hailed from Virginia) is little more than a 35-square-foot kiosk inside the restored Santa Fe Depot that serves as the Atchison County History Museum. Only a few people see it each year.

I should probably explain. David Rice Atchison served as US president for one short day, which could account for why he’s usually left off the official list of former presidents. By a quirk of fate, Atchison assumed office when newly elected president Zachary Taylor, a religious man, refused to take the oath of office on a Sunday.

At midnight on Saturday, March 3, 1849, incumbent James Polk’s term ended. Since March 4, when Taylor should have taken the oath, happened to fall on a Sunday, he put it off until Monday, March 5, so no one could accuse him of defiling the Sabbath for something as insignificant as a little oath of office.

Atchison, who was president pro tem of the Senate, was, of course, next in line for the job. During his 24 hours in office, he didn’t declare war or appoint any of his cronies to office, but he did turn his “unofficial” presidency into a great story.

The Atchison County History Museum has taken its namesake’s lead, turning its “world’s smallest presidential library” into a great story as well. The kiosk that serves as the presidential library contains a picture of Atchison, who was born in Frogtown, Kentucky; a Civil War pistol he once owned; the one biography written about him; and a copy of his Senate speeches.

To visit the world’s smallest presidential library, go to the Atchison County History Museum, located at 200 S. 10th St. (913-367-6238; www.atchisonhistory.org).




Dreams of Flying High

Atchison

If you’ve ever thought of flying, Amelia Earhart has crossed your mind. You’re in luck if you’re visiting Atchison because this is where the famous aviator was born, and her birthplace is now a museum. Step back in time, learn what life was like back at the turn of the 19th century, and get a glimpse of what drove Amelia to take to the skies. Her birthplace is located at 223 N. Terrace St.

There are guided tours, self-guided tours, and virtual tours available. Call (913) 367-4217 or visit www.ameliaearhartmuseum.org for more information.

Staying in the same flight pattern, while you’re here, make sure to visit the Amelia Earhart Hangar Museum at 16701 286th Rd. Besides interactive activities, you will see Muriel, a Lockheed Electra 10-E, which is exactly like
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the plane Amelia flew on her last voyage. Visit www.ameliaearharthangarmuseum.org or call (913) 372-0021 to check out these wings.




Glad I Didn’t Have to Dust Buckingham Palace

Baldwin City

A tiny 24-by-40-foot chapel in Baldwin City was singularly responsible for England’s Great Sawdust Shortage of 1995. But that can happen when you’re shipping 25,000 stones across the ocean. Ten thousand pounds of sawdust, Great Britain’s entire supply, was stuffed into crates that held the 250 tons of rocks sent by ship, by truck, and by rail to Kansas.

Maybe I should start at the beginning.

In 1864, the Methodist congregation in Sproxton, England, a little town about 100 miles north of London, built a church. For six decades this spunky congregation had been meeting in homes of local parishioners, so having a real building was a big deal. All I can think is that they must have had an awful lot of bake sales. The church prospered (which undoubtedly meant more bake sales) for more than a century. But by 1988 the congregation had shrunk and the tiny chapel was forced to close. About the same time, Baker University in Baldwin City got a new dean. He hated to be pushy, but hey, how could a Methodist college not have a chapel on campus?

Up stepped the husband of Clarice L. Osborne, a banker in nearby Olathe. He was looking for some way to honor his deceased wife, so he threw a cool million in the offering plate to bring the church with no congregation to the university with no church.

The Sproxton church was literally taken apart, and all 25,000 pieces were numbered, packed in crates (with five tons of sawdust), and sent to Baldwin. It was reassembled like Legos and dedicated by Margaret Thatcher (her dad, Alfred Roberts, used to preach at the little church) on October 23, 1996.

To see this miracle of modern masonry, visit the Clarice L. Osborne Memorial Chapel on the campus of Baker University in Baldwin City. The chapel is open Monday through Friday from 8 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Call (785) 594-8439 for more info or go to www.bakeru.edu/clarice-l-osborne-memorial-chapel.




Tom Sawyer Would Be Proud

Basehor

Tom Sawyer—who raked in a kite, 12 marbles, six firecrackers, a tin soldier, and a cat with one eye for allowing his friends to whitewash Aunt Polly’s fence—has nothing on Les and Michelle Meyer. The father-daughter owners of Holy-Field Vineyard & Winery have come up with a fall harvest scheme so clever that loyal customers literally fight over the chance to help them pick grapes.

Reservations (and you simply MUST secure reservations) for their picking Sundays, five late summer and fall Sunday mornings when the entire 15-acre vineyard is picked clean, fill up faster than you can say American and French hybrid varietals. If you wait until the fall to reserve your space, you will definitely be S.O.L.

But then Les and Michelle have been forced to be crafty. Running a winery in a state that didn’t even allow liquor by the drink until 1987 is no small feat. In 2001, Kiplinger’s Personal Finance magazine ran a two-page spread about Holy-Field, raving about its Chambourcin, declaring it the best of 65 nonviniferas they sampled. Needless to say, phones started ringing off the wall. All Michelle could do was grit her teeth and tell the potential customers that Kansas law prohibited her from shipping wine. If they wanted to get a bottle or a case, which many wanted to order, they’d either have to come and get it or send friends.

The Meyers have concocted many a scheme to lure customers to “come and get it.” Besides the “sold-out” grape-picking weekends, they offer music at the vineyard every Friday night over the summer, with various food trucks present, weddings, and murder-mystery dinners with such clever titles as “It’s a Wonderful Death,” “When Irish Spies Are Dying,” and “Gone with the Passing of the Wind.” They also sell an incredible box of wine-filled chocolates.
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The Meyers planted their first vines in 1986, primarily for personal enjoyment. As the volume increased and friends insisted, they officially launched Holy-Field Vineyard & Winery in 1994. For 4 years they kept their day jobs. Les was a successful hairdresser. Michelle ran the community blood bank. But then the awards started piling up. In 2005 alone, Holy-Field wines won 31 national and international awards. Now, the awards wall holds well over 1,000 and every year more is added, according to Mandy.

Holy-Field Vineyard & Winery, including its wine production cellar, tasting room, and gift shop, is located at 18807 158th St., just west of Basehor. Call (913) 724-9463 (WINE) or visit them online at www.holyfieldwinery.com.




Art to Si(lo) For

Belvue

They might look like ordinary everyday silos to the average eye, but to a Kansan, those ubiquitous grain storage bins call to us for more. Make us your canvas, they practically scream. In Emporia, there’s a silo that’s a spitting image of a Coors beer can. Less than a mile away, there’s a red-and-white Coca-Cola can.

The Western Resources Oregon Trail Nature Park near Belvue had higher aspirations. The 30-foot silo there has three giant depictions of early Kansas history. There’s even a giant map of the Oregon Trail. Onaga artist Cindy Martin was commissioned by Western Resources, owners of the 60-acre park, to paint the silo in 1995.

To reach the giant easel, visit Western Resources Oregon Trail Nature Park, a mile east of Belvue, just north of US 24. Phone (785) 456-6100.
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Lost Your Marbles? Find Them at “The Moon”


Bonner Springs

Bruce Breslow has heard all the jokes. And he’s happy to laugh because while everybody else is losing their marbles, he’s busy making replacements. His Moon Marble Company is a one-of-a-kind general store with all kinds of marbles (ever seen marbles with busts of dead presidents inside?), as well as games and toys.

If you call ahead, Breslow will show you his “marble field,” two big circles painted on the green carpet, and teach you how to knuckle down.

Ask nicely, and he’ll even demonstrate how marbles are made, a unique glassblowing technique that requires a blowtorch, special glasses, and a kiln where the finished products slowly cool off. Breslow‘s creations, oneof-a-kind art marbles, sell for $50 to $300, but he also sells lots of machine-made marbles (a million or more) that cost a whole lot less.
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The most “marble-ous” collection in the Sunflower State JASON GIBBENS, COURTESY OF MOON MARBLE COMPANY



A woodworker since he was a kid, Breslow started making marbles after he had trouble finding them for the old-fashioned wooden games he was making. Marbles now make up 75 percent of his business.


Trivia

Before Prohibition, Kansas had more than 7,000 acres of vineyards, and at one time, Missouri and Kansas produced 86 percent of the country’s wine.



Most of the marbles for sale are machine-made. In 1997, Breslow was looking for Bumblebees and Boy Scouts, marbles named for their colors. His search led him to a company in West Virginia, where he ordered 8,500 marbles (or so he thought). When the order arrived, it contained 85,000 marbles, and a new career was born.

If you want to tour the marble-ous factory and buy a glow-in-the-dark Moon Marble T-shirt, stop by the store at 600 E. Front St. in Bonner Springs. Call (913) 441-1432 or check out www.moonmarble.com for more information.




Stumps Me: A Retirement Home for Tree Stumps

Council Grove

Council Grove has not one, not two, but three celebrated tree stumps. The town’s name, in fact, came from one of the stumps back when it used to be a 70-foot tree. Called Council Oak, the tree with the 16-foot diameter was the official “council site” for the Osage Indians. When government officials decided to seek permission for settlers to pass safely through Osage land, they scheduled a powwow under the tree in August 1825. The big cheese of the Osage, in return for $800, signed a treaty agreeing not to disturb stagecoaches, wagon trains, or others heading down the Santa Fe Trail. Unfortunately, the tree was knocked down by wind in 1958, but its stump is still there, still attracting visitors.

Visitors also can see Post Office Oak, which is also nothing but a stump as of 1990, when the 300-year-old bur oak unfortunately bit the dust. In its heyday, it served as the official post office for travelers on the Santa Fe Trail. Between 1825 and 1847, travelers going one way left mail in a hole at the bottom of the tree for travelers going the other way. Letters must have been addressed something like, “George Custer, Council Grove Oak.”


Trivia

Hermit’s Cave on Belfry Hill is a tiny rock cave built by Italian religious mystic Giovanni Maria Augustini, who lived there in 1863 before walking 500 miles along the Santa Fe Trail to New Mexico.



Which brings us to the third famous Council Grove stump. It’s called Custer Elm, and it too is no longer a “real tree.” It’s named for General George Custer who, before his ill-fated rendezvous at Little Bighorn, owned the land it sits on.

Although these stumps are nothing but a shadow of their former selves, they are being treated to a fine retirement under fancy canvases in this historic city on the old Santa Fe Trail. You can pick up a map of historic tree stumps at the Council Grove/Morris County Chamber of Commerce and Tourism, (620) 767-5413, www.councilgrove.com. Council Oak and Post Office Oak are on Main Street, at the 300 and 100 blocks, respectively. Custer Elm is 4 blocks south on Neosho Street, also known as Highway 177.




In-Law Problems

Hiawatha

In the middle of Mount Hope Cemetery in Hiawatha, Kansas, is an extravagant quarter-million-dollar memorial to John Milburn Davis and his wife, Sarah. The memorial, with its 11 life-size Italian marble statues of John and Sarah, attracts nearly 30,000 visitors a year.

Commissioned during the Depression by Davis himself, the expensive cemetery plot was meant to honor Sarah. Or that’s what Davis claimed if anybody questioned why all these lavish Carrara marble statues were coming to Kansas from Italy. But naysayers insisted Davis built it to spite his wife’s family. Let’s just say Sarah’s dad wasn’t overjoyed when his daughter decided to marry the former San Francisco trolley driver.

Before Sarah died in 1930, the Davises lived a frugal lifestyle. They farmed their 260 acres, saved their money, and refused to buy much of anything, even though they had no children to whom they could leave an inheritance.

After Sarah’s death, Davis had a change of heart. He moved the simple Davis headstone from his wife’s grave to his brother’s plot on the other side of the cemetery. Within a year, the handcrafted marble statues began arriving, each depicting Davis and his wife at various stages in their life together. Davis sent waist, height, hip, and shoe measurements to the Italian sculptors so they’d be realistic in every way. The 11 marble and granite statues include a winged angel version of Sarah in prayer, an empty overstuffed chair, and figures of Davis without his left hand, which he lost to infection.

Needless to say, city fathers were dismayed. They begged Davis to reconsider his lavish spending and to invest instead in the town, which at that time didn’t even have a hospital. The eccentric Davis refused, choosing to spend every last penny on the elaborate memorial. He visited the site weekly, and often personally greeted tourists before his death in 1947.
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Family feud: John Davis didn’t want his money to go to his in-laws when he died, so he “plotted” to spend it on this $250,000 memorial. HIAWATHA CHAMBER OF COMMERCE




Trick or Treat

The oldest Halloween parade in the world, known today as the Halloween Frolic, was started in 1914 in Hiawatha. Mrs. John Krebs, president of the Hiawatha Garden Club, couldn’t bear one more year of watching all those costumed trick-or-treaters tramp though the town’s flower beds. Rather than fight them, she decided to throw a parade. City fathers pooh-poohed the idea, said it was ridiculous. But it worked, and now, nearly a century later, the parade holds the distinction of being the oldest continuously running Halloween parade in the world. Every year, an effigy of Mrs. John Krebs is pulled through the parade in an antique car with a convertible top.

The parade starts at 7 p.m. every October 31, unless Halloween falls on a Sunday, in which case it’s held October 30. For more information, contact the Hiawatha Chamber of Commerce, (785) 742-7136.



Despite his refusal to listen to city fathers, Davis‘s extravagant memorial has benefited the community. Articles have appeared in Newsweek, People, and Life magazines, and people troop to Mount Hope Cemetery from around the world.

To pay your respects to Davis and his wife, go east on Iowa Street in Hiawatha from US 73. To learn more about the cemetery and its history, you can call (785) 740-4236.




Starting at the Bottom

Kansas City

John Woods‘s son Timmy had good reason to send his dad nutritional energy drinks. He was 80, after all, and had undergone five operations. But rather than drink the cases of Boost that Tim, one of six kids, shipped from Omaha, Woods turned them into a team of 24 oxen, 18 feet long. The red plastic bottles, still full (sorry, Timmy), made a splashy art medium.

Of course to John Woods, a former aerospace engineer, pretty much everything was a potential art medium. His first medium, in fact, was the junk he dug up from the bottom of West Lake in LA’s MacArthur Park. He owned an antiques store near the landmark lake, and when city officials drained it in 1973 and 1976 for park remodeling projects, Woods hired local panhandlers to poke through its muddy bed. What they brought back was a century’s worth of treasure: hundreds of watches, rusty tools, antique toys, corroded trolley tokens, old hotel keys, guns, knives, brass knuckles, and rusty bullets.
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King of the hill, bottom of the heap



“The police confiscated some of the weapons for a while,” he said.

Woods patiently cleaned, polished, and cataloged the thousands and thousands of items until one day he started gluing them together, creating whimsical sculptures and three-dimensional maps.

“People call me an artist, but the only thing I know about art is that I’m not interested in it. The only reason I’d ever go to an art opening is if I had a piece in it,” he said.

Well, he went to several art openings with pieces and shows, not only in Los Angeles but also in Kansas City, where he moved in 1996. Art patron Bill Wenzel, recognizing Woods‘s genius, offered him a house next door to his Wenzel Steel Works.

Although he still had banana boxes filled with refuse from MacArthur Park (“We made at least four trips from Los Angeles,” Wenzel said), he moved on to other projects such as a 6-by-16-foot rendition of John, chapter 17 from the Bible. He carved more than 10,000 letters with metal tabs to mark the verses.

Much of Woods‘s works use visual puns such as his Name Game (viewers puzzle out dozens of names from an odd assortment of everyday items) or a large piece that used to be in Wenzel‘s home with dozens of oak letter “E’s” in a long pan (Okies from the panhandle) and chairs made of keys (Cherokees).

“His work is magical,” said art curator Ginny Brush.

Even though Woods has passed on, his art continues to impress and inspire. John’s Name Game and other pieces can be viewed at the Grass-roots Art Center (www.grassrootsart.net), 213 S. Main St. (785-525-6118).




Gettin’ Down and Dirty in the Kansas Heat

Kansas City

If you’ve ever wanted to start your own vineyard, you might want to volunteer at the Rowe Ridge Vineyard and Winery to see if it’s really the sort of thing you want to do.

Back in the 1990s Marc and Pamela Rowe bought 10 acres, west of Kansas City. At the time, it was out in the country. Both held full-time jobs, but they decided to try to grow some vines. Those first vines were planted in 2005. Today, there are 5 acres with approximately 3,000 vines. The Rowes grow nine different varieties of hybrid and American native grapes. “You know, the hardy kind,” Pamela said, “the ones that can survive in Kansas.”

At first, Pamela worked the winery as an amateur. She had a mentor who taught her the process, someone she could go to who would answer the little and big questions like how long do Concords need to process or what does a diseased vine look like. Pamela’s motto is “you learn wine making by doing.” When she retired 15 years ago, she moved from amateur to professional. “There’s a lot of paperwork when you make that move.”

In 2007, the Rowes made their first wines. By 2012, the tasting room was built for those wanting to stop by and sample the 10 wines available. There are dry wines as well as fruit wines. In the summer they serve fruit wine slushies and in the fall they have mulled wine.

Both Marc and Pamela find their peace in the vineyard itself. They both love working outdoors and being among the vines. “It’s my summer office,” Pamela said, “my tanning salon and gym.”

To visit the Rowes, go 1 mile west of I-435 on Leavenworth Road. You can taste their wines and, if you’re going to be in the area in late August, perhaps join them in the vineyard and pick some grapes.




Chug-Chug Woo-Woo—Here Comes Food

Kansas City

There’s no mistaking a ready order at Fritz’s Union Station in Kansas City, Kansas. You’ll hear the toot-toot, ring-ring, and chug-a-lug of a miniature railroad car circling the restaurant.

When the train arrives at your table—with burgers, fries, and cherry malts in tow—your order will be dumped off and lowered to the table on a miniature elevator.

Fritz Kropf invented the train back in 1970, not because he had a special affinity for railroads but because he was tired of employees calling in sick. Using a 12-volt heater motor from an old car, Kropf designed an engine that would circle his restaurant, deliver food, and eliminate the need for servers.

Although he now has two patents (on the train itself and on the elevator), it took a while to work the bugs out. The first week, Fritz’s newfangled invention accidentally overturned a bowl of chili on a customer’s favorite dress.

Fritz didn’t conceive his time-saver as an actual train until customers started bringing in railroad memorabilia. The casual drive-in now sports a wide variety of train mementos, from wooden cabooses and train lanterns to railroad station signs. All employees wear red engineer’s scarves, customers get paper engineer hats, and the jukebox plays Glenn Miller’s “Chattanooga Choo Choo.”
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Would you like fries with that? MARY BETH HOWE-BERNHARDT



Today, Fritz’s is still family owned and operated with two more locations added in the Kansas City area. Carrying on a long family tradition (the restaurant opened in 1954 and celebrated their 70th year of business in 2024), Fritz’s still serves the classic burgers with fresh grilled onions and funny names like the Kitchen Sink.

To try the Gen-Dare burger, a popular choice that comes with crunchy hash browns, grilled onion, and melted cheese right on the bun, stop by Fritz’s Union Station at 250 N. 18th St. Call (913) 281-2777 or visit www.fritzskc.com.




Popeye Would Be Proud

Lenexa

Every year, on the first Saturday after Labor Day, the Lenexa Historical Society makes the world’s largest spinach salad. Using pitchforks and 150 pounds of fresh spinach, 600 fresh mushrooms, 100 cloves of garlic, 12 jars of bacon bits, 75 cups of vinegar, and 50 cups of salad oil, this gigantic salad is mixed in a plastic swimming pool.

Plate-size servings are available at Lenexa‘s annual Spinach Festival. Once known as the Spinach Capital of the World, Lenexa is where Belgian farmers in the 1930s took their spinach to be shipped to New York and Chicago canneries.

Other zany events at the festival have included Spinach Eve polka dancing, green rock skipping, a dog and owner look-alike competition, and a briefcase throw, which was once profiled by John Madden as one of America’s craziest sports. In recent years, Popeye and Olive Oyl have been spotted, stirring the salad, getting it ready for visitors.

The festival is held on the first Saturday after Labor Day at Sar-Ko-Par Trails Park, 87th St. and Lackman Dr. Phone (913) 477-7131 or visit https://www.lenexa.com/Events-Activities/Festivals-Special-Events/Spinach-Fes tival. You can also google “Spinach Festival Lenexa, Kansas.” That’ll take you right to the page of events.





The Sunflower Will Come Out, Tomorrow


Lenexa

Tourism in Lenexa suffered a devastating blow in 2008 when Bill Nicks, former director of Lenexa Parks and Recreation, retired and took one of the city’s prime tourist attractions along with him. His personal collection of sunflower memorabilia, the world’s largest, was proudly displayed in his office at the Lenexa Community Building. Upon his retirement, all 3,556 items—ranging from a 70-pound manhole cover (“I can’t divulge where I acquired this piece, but I will say I wouldn’t advise jogging in Topeka at night,” Nicks said) to a sunflower-shaped flyswatter—were boxed up and taken home to the family basement, a sobering development that realized his wife’s biggest fear.

Of course, she should shoulder part of the blame. She’s half the reason he started the collection in 1998.
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A showcase of Bill Nicks‘s sunflower collection




Do You Live in a Barn?

Yes, for a while the Adam Legler family did. The barn was built by Legler in 1864 and sat on the Santa Fe Trail, and reports have it that the roof was paid for with cabbage. The family lived on the top floor of the building until their home was complete. in 1972, the barn was deconstructed and then reconstructed in 1983. Today, it is owned and operated by the City of Lenexa and has become the Legler Barn Museum and Depot.
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From barn to museum. What an elevation. CITY OF LENEXA





“We noticed we had lots of items with sunflowers around the house—hats, mugs, napkins. One of us said, ‘I wonder how many things have sunflowers on them,’” Nicks explained.

The collection blossomed and Nicks became a sunflower celebrity.

“My collection has certainly received more notoriety than it deserves,” Nicks said, who appeared on a General Mills billboard, in Smithsonian magazine, and on live remotes for the F/X Collectibles channel.

Some of the most unique items in the collection are the sheet music for the 1949 Billboard chart topper “Sunflower,” which was sung by Frank Sinatra; an Oscar Wilde perfume card from the 1880s (Wilde considered the sunflower his signature flower); a sunflower ashtray from Paris; and sunflower seeds from Japan.

The good news about the world’s largest collection of sunflower memorabilia (Nicks‘s wife calls it the onliest collection) is it is housed in the Legler Barn Museum and Depot in Lenexa. Nicks still occasionally does presentations. To check the schedule, call (913) 477-7133.




Too Bad Lawrence Welk Didn’t Know About This

Manhattan

When Earl Slagle was 10, he got a royal tanning for taking the wheel off his uncle John’s new Ford automobile.

It was an innocent mistake. He just wanted to know how the newfangled contraption worked. In 60-some years, Slagle‘s curiosity didn’t wane. Over the years, instead of taking things apart, he put them back together or created them from scratch.

For 35 years, Slagle worked at Kansas State University, first in the horticulture department, then in forestry. Whenever professors needed something—say, a temperature-controlled growth chamber for watermelons, for example—they called on Slagle, who could always figure out a way to build whatever they needed.

After he retired, Slagle turned his attention to his own creative projects. He made everything from 2-by-3-foot Plexiglas bubble machines to catapults for hedge apples. He painted dead apricot trees orange and stenciled still-growing apples with K-State’s Wildcat logo. After someone gave him 256 CD-ROMs (probably offering 256 hours of AOL or something), he made what he called “a high-tech tree” with eight arms, 256 hanging CDs, and a glow that would give Francis During’s reflector house a run for its money.

“I always have two or three projects going,” Slagle said. “I couldn’t finish all my projects if I live to be a hundred.”
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