STUDYING FLINT HILLS FOLKILIFE

by

James Hoy

The Flint Hills of Kansas run in a
north-south band some 50 miles wide
from near the Nebraska border in
Marshall County through Chautaugua
and Cowley Counties, where they merge
with the Osage Hills of Oklahoma. This
area, widely famed both for its sweeping
pastures and for its ferlile river-bottom
farmiand, is home lo many cowherds,
both registered and grade, bul the
major use of ils rich bluestem grasses is
to farten iransient catte, to pul a quick
and economical gain on stcers and
heifers shipped in [rom outside the
region for the pasiure seasch, 2
continuing practice since at least as early
as 1856.

Many changes have octurred in the
Flint Hills in the nearly 200 years since
Zebulon Pike gave them their name. By
mid-ninetcenth century the farmsicads
of pioneer stockmen had rcplaced the
camps of MNativc Americans along Lhe
valleys of the Verdigris, thc Neosho, the
Walnut, and the Blue. Today many of
these valley farms are operated by the
descendanis of pioneers, while in the
upland pastures the Texas jonghorns
that replaced the bisgn have in 1urn
been supplanied by British and exolic
beef breeds. The tents and picket ropes
of open-range herders have piven way
to flatbed pickups and stock (raifers, the
caitie cars of the railroad shipping era
to taday’s pol-belly trucks.

A link Lo earlier times, however, is
preserved in Lhe folklife of the region,
which embraces such things as caltle-
working customs, farming practices, Oil-
field lore, lepends and beliefs, and
malerial culture. Each of four successive
summers, now, beginning in 1986, 1
have taught a course in Flinc Ilills
Folklife, a course ihat combines
classroom Icctures and acchival research
with field trips {0 farms and ranches, (o

county historical museums, and o
native prairie preserves. Students have
ranged from youthful undergraduates to
people in mid-career 1o those of
retirement age. Some have been
ranchers and ranch wives, many have
been teachers (bolh elementary and
secondary, both from the humanities
and from the sciences), olhers have
been in government service. Whalever
their  backgrounds, participants have
been drawn to this class by their interest
in and love for America’s laslL lallgrass
prairie.

The five million or so acres of the
Flint Hills is relatively small compared
to the vast ranch couniry of West Texas
or to the unbroken stretchies of range in
the plains of Wyoming and Montana,
bul the distinelive cattle culture that
exisls here is as worthy of study as that
of any of the betier known regions. In
fact, I am becoming convinced Lhal the
potential for the academic study ol any
aspect of the folk cuiture of the Flim
Hills is restricted only by 1he limitalions
of the mind that confronts it. Granted,
the accessibility of materials can be a
prablem, for many of Lhe siandard
documents for academie study of the
region are hidden away In unlikely
places, while the scholarly value of many
of the less traditional documents is not
abtways recoghizcd. One purpose of this
class is to leach students 1o seek oul
hard-1o-find written sources for the
study of the Flint Hills, but an equally
important purpose is 10 get (hem 10
look beyond Lhese sources, to get them
into the ficld (more precisely, inlo the
pasiures) and lo encourage them (o
read (he landscape and the people for
clues about this distinciive culure. Or,
as my colleague Tom Isern puls it, first
get thcm imo the library, and then gel
them our of it.



During these past four ycars the
students have responded well to the
demands placed upon them. They have
contributed te the store of knowledge
about the Iint Hills by conducting oral
histary interviews, by indexing issues of
early-day newspapers, and by unearthing
letlers, diaries, obscure legal documents,
and other such material. More
important, they have used both stapdard
and innovative approaches in studying a
wide variety of topics--legends of ghosts,
of murders, of notorious disasiers (such
as the Knute Rockne plane crash);
histories of locally renowned ranchers,
cowbays, and cowpirs {some of them
nationally renowned, such as Marge
Roberts, champion bronc rider and
todea  (rick rider), accounts of
community feslivals and rodeos (such as
the Burdick Field Day rodeo where in
1915 Bill Pickett tulldogged a steer wilh
his teelh); investigations of cusioms and
wraditions associated with canle, with
farming, with the oil patch, with small
towns, with one-room szhonls; stories of
devil’s lanes and waler witching,

Catlle culture is undoubtedly the
core of Flim Hifls foiklife, bot other
themes are alse impaortant, as is made
evident in the selections chosen for
inclusion in 1his issue of Hentage of the
Greal Plains, three of whieh deal with
ethnicity in one form or another,
Diverse groups have lived here since the

opening of Kansas Territory in 1854
Native Americans (1he Kaw reservation
was near Council Grave), blacks
(Exodusters setlled at Dunlap and in
Wabaunsce County), and a variety of
Europeans (Swedes, [rish, Slavic, Swiss,

German, French, among others).
Although no  onc  cthnie  group
dominates Lhe region, the British

influence is pervasive, as suggested in
place names such as Chelsea,
Cambridge, Matlield Green, Rcading,
and Wesimoreland. The  rcmaining
paper deals wilh one of the lwedticih
century’s major natural disasters in the
Fint Hils, the Flood of 1951, Before
the building of walershed dams and
Army Corps of Engincer rescrvoir,
many towns in Lhe area were subjeet 1o
flooding. El Derado and Strong City,
pariicularty, suffercd major dumage in
the 1950s, bur those larger towns
survived. Smaller ones, =such as
Saffordville, were almast literally wiped
off the map by thc floodwalers.

Despitc floods and drouths and
through changing populalion patlerns
and increased mechanizlicn, the Flint
Hills nave maintained theit viality and
Ltheir beauty. The grass and the rocks
have pravided durability, the people
resilience, resulting in a distinetive folk
culture whose study promises to occupy
the endeavors of sindenis for many
summers Lo come.



