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THE CHASE OQOUNTY PARK OF 1935

Daniel D. Menke

Ob the surface, the folklore of any
community would seem to have a vety
haphazard development. Stories are told
and re-told in coffee shops, &t reunions,
and in everyday conversations that have
little or nething to do with actual
evenis. Undoubtedly, most become
embellished in the retelling. Lisieners
usually accept the general content of
mosl Lales, although they may be highty
skeptical about the specifics. With time
stories change because those doing the
telling or those doing the lisicning alter
them--sometimes they do so in subtle
ways, somelimes dramatically.

Folklore does more than make
Jocal history colorful. Because historical
documents are skeicly and incomplete,
folklore may All in gaps. Al pther times,
[olklore serves to correct inconsistencies.
Folkiore also can justify or explain
aclions taken by individuals or the
eOmmunity at some point in the pasi.
Moreover, folklore can unravel an
illogical pauern of events, and make it
undersiandable, whieh is something the
human mind seems to need.

In the 1930s, during the Dust Bowl
era, Chase Countians decided to
develop a county park and lake. On
September 14, 1934, (County
Commissioners submitted to voters a
bond issue of 315,000 for the purpose
of building a county park and recreation
grounds. The Board of
Commissioners--Levi Jones, G. H.
Grimwood, and W. P.
Rettiger--unanimously supported the
proposal. After publie approval of the
bond issue in the November general
election, the board appoinmed a
commiltee of County Engineer
MeKenzie and Commissioner W. P.

Rettiger to seek further funding from
the swtate. Other than legal notices
gnoouncing the November bond
election, no agccount of the propasal
ever appeared in the local newspaper.!
On February 13, 1935, the Chase
County Leader announced far the first
time the proposed county park praject.’
Al this paint, only rwn sites were under
serious consideration--ane near “Jacks
Springs” south of Maifield Green, and
ihe other, the eventual lake site just
west of Cottonwood Falls that was
known locally as the "Howard Estate.™
In February of 1935, Commissioner
Victor Kirk and the County Engineer
met  with  Giles Atherton, a
representative of the Farestry, Fish, and
Game Commission, ta view the Howard
site and to decide how to implement the
plan. The building of the County Park
musl have seemed a godsend 10 Chase
Countians locked in a Great Depression.
It was estimated that fifleen to twenty
local men would be needed for
construetion of the bartacks that would
house the Cmilian Conservation Corps
workers, and apprieamalety Lhe same
number would be needed ta provide
certain  special  skills, sueh as
blacksmithing and carpentry. Moreover,
appraximately frve thousand doffars a
month weould be needed 1o purchase
goods and supplies for the CCC workers
for a1 least two years.

In Jupe of 1935, the Board of
Commissioners purchased the Howard
Estate, a ranch that coniained just
under five bundred acres. It cost
twenty-five dollars an aere—or a total of
$12,194.25. In the same month, B. N.
Mullendore, Attorney for the State Fish
and Game Department, announced that
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the county park project would star
around Oetober 15t of thal year. There
was also a public announcement by
Commissionces W. P. Rettiger, C. H.
Grimwood, and Victor Kirk that all
requirements had been met.

As local enthusiasm peaked, the
Chase County Leader issued a brief
story that the CCC unil that would soon
mave to Chase County was a "colored
unit® of 199 workers that had been
constructing Lake Withite ncar Emporia.
No other notice appeared for almost a
month, and there arc no recorded
minuies in the Commissioners’ Journal
from Seplember 6, 1935 to October 7,
1935. Then, without warning, on
October 23, 1935, the Chase County
Leader announced “"tbe County Park
Project wauld be delayed.” Next, C. C.
Martin, Acling Supervisor of the ECW
Administration, announced in a letter
lo the Leader that he had received
orders from Washinglon nol 1o initiate
any new public projects.! e also said
that the CCC unit slated for the Chase
County projeet would be diverted (o the
Reading project, which was already
under construction.

In the late 1930s, Chase Cauntians
desperatety needed money, and local
merchants and farmers had 10 wonder
why the project eluded them. In
reviewing Lhe documents, no reasonabie
answers are given. Enter folklore to fill
the wvoid. Aeceording to most Chase
Countians--both  young and old--the
project was cancelled because of a local
fear of blacks. Somc blame Chase
County politieians who are said to have
prevenied the colored CCC unit from
moving tc the counly when they created
"sundown laws,” which did not allow
blacks (o be wilhin the city limits afler
sundown. Consequenlly, black CCC
workers were excluded from the area by
law, This version is nol universally
accepied, however, because the eounty

had a number of black families in
residence, and no one had ever heard
of any restrictions on their behavior. My
search of old city and county ordinanees
revcaled many interesting and amusing
ordinances, but nonc were specifically
directed at blaeks.,

The most repeated story poes
basically like this, "When 1he
Cottonwood people found out a bunch
of niggers were coming into the county,
they raised hell until the projcct was
killed.™ This version seems ta be almost
aniversally accepted in Chasc County.
Most people interviewed menlioned that
politicians and local businessmen were
most wvoca! in their opposition, but
“everyone” was in agreemcnlt Lhat blacks
should be kepl out. Why they should be
excluded was obvicus 10 most people
who said thatl blacks "would be running
free all might 1o stcal anything thcy
could.* Many of the town fathers were
also said 1o have been concerned about
the effect thal black workcrs would
have on the morals of their daughters.?
In any casc, folklore maintains that
public pressure became so iniense that
the project had to be caneelled.

A final version had a portion of the
CCC unit arrive in Strong City, but on
the first night there was such a
confrontation between blacks and local
Lownspeople that "the next day the CCC
barys were shipped oud.”® This version is
not widely held, bul insicad is popular
onty among Sirang City residents, who
have the unit reireating 10 nearby
Maricn County (0 build what is now
called the Marion City Lake. The
Leader, however, makes il clear the unit
went to Reading.'®

Undoubicdly, (he prospect of nearly
wo hundred blaeks moving into a while
community upset some members of the
community, and we ¢an assume that a
few citizens alerted lacal leaders 10
potential problems. Bu it is uplikely



protests ever got beyond local coffee
shops or, a. most, thc Board of
Commissioners’ office. Moreover, given
the economic climate, it would be
unreasonable to assume that the fears
and concerns of a few local citizens
would override a project that would
pump thousands of dollars into 1he
community. And unless one i3 willing to
believe in a conspiracy in  which
everyone cooperated to destroy evidence
of local racism, there is no evidence Lhal
local folklore is accurate in its specifics
Of even ils general content.

According 10 Kar] Masoner, who
was County Allorney in 1953, no
documents contained even a hint that
local officials wished to cancel Lhe
project. There was a concern, he said,
from the Civilian Conservation Corps,
thal the project was 1oo "machinc-
intensive,” and that the povernmenl
favored projects with a lot of hand
labar. This suggesis that the Chase
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County project may never have been a
high priority in the eyes of thc national
government. In - ali  probability, 1he
Chase County Park project was
cancelled not because ol racism, but
because of political pressure on Lhe
Roosevclt administration 1o halt its "frce
spending ways.” Ironically, somc of this
pressure was applied by Kansas’ own
All Landon--Roosevell’s opponent in
the 1936 election. The timing of the
cancellation, coming within weeks of the
announcement of a colored CCC unit
coming to Chase County, probably set
in motion the peculiar lorm that local
folklore 100k, Aficr all, who could
altribute  Chase Counly’s potlcntial
economic losses to one of Kansas' most
distinguished politicians. Somc group
had 10 be blamed for Lhe project’s loss,
and folklore found a convenienl
American scapegoat--blacks, or 10 be
specific, black CCC workers.
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