




1-i. HISTORY OVERVIEW


Economic institutions are influenced and shaped by numerous factors, no single factor giving the key to an understanding of the complex economic development process.  On the other hand, while these factors may vary in importance, it is possible to measure them with some degree of accuracy and show that some have relatively greater influence than others.  In the review of past economic developments, three important sets of factors were identified as follows:  (1) the physical factors; (2) the technical environment (the equipment and knowledge available); and (3) the social environment.

Economic History


Economic historians generally divide the United States into the following regions:  New England, the East, the South, the Midwest, the Southwest, the Northwest, and the Far West.  Within each region there is substantial diversity in agriculture, manufacturing, and other economic activities.  There is, in most cases, a marked similarity or interdependence in the economic problems confronting the people in any one of the regions.  Even more manageable units of study are the sub regions and districts (South Central Kansas) within these larger regions where common characteristics in natural resources, climate, soil conditions and river basins are found.

This historic survey attempts to analyze the South Central Kansas economy.  With reference to the discussion consideration, it is pointed out that:

The South Central Kansas area embraces the primary trading territory of Wichita and a major portion of the producing oil fields in the state.  The chief agricultural crop is wheat, although the Flint Hills counties in the eastern portion are largely pastoral.


As mentioned, this survey identifies key sets of factors reflecting physical, technological and social environment of South Central Kansas, an area of 13,194.82 square miles comprising fourteen (14) counties and approximately 16.1% of the State’s land area.

The Physical Environment

Generally speaking, the colonization of the United States may be divided into two periods; before about 1850, settlers were engaged in colonizing the Great American Forest, and after that time they pushed westward into the prairies and the Great Plains.  Professor Louis B. Schmidt relates, “The first period is symbolized by the rifles, the axe, the log cabin, the ox and river transportation; the second, by the covered wagon, the sod house, the windmill, barbed wire, the horse, farm machinery, railroad transportation, the gasoline tractor and the motor truck.”


From a geographical and topographical point of view, South Central Kansas is of interest because it is a transitional area; the eastern portion lies in the Prairie Plains while the central portion blends into the Great Plains.  Roughly speaking, the ninety-eighth meridian marks the transition of these regions as the well-watered interior lowlands merge into the semiarid plains on the west.

James R. Mead, an old Indian trader and prominent pioneer of Wichita, had the following to say about the Little Arkansas River that flows southeast from about the ninety-eighth meridian in Rice County and joins the Arkansas River at Wichita in Sedgwick County:

The Little Arkansas was the dividing line between the plains proper, the range of the wild Indians, and the country to the east, the home of the reservation Indians, and was near the eastern limit of the main range of the buffalo at the time of which I write (1863).  It was the dividing line between the limestone formations, with their black, heavy, waxy soil, and the sandy, loamy soil to the west.  It was the western limit of the oak in this part of the state, some fine oak timber growing in the wooded bends near its mouth, and was the last heavily timbered stream in Kansas as the traveler proceeded directly west, and south of the big river.


Rainfall is by far the most important climatic factor in Kansas.  Records show that there have been “alternately recurring wet and dry periods, with no regularity in intervals between and no apparent clues to suggest when they will occur in the future.”
  Periods of severe drought, such as those of 1860, 1874, 1901, 1911, 1913, 1917, 1918, 1930, 1934 and 1936, meant crop failure, especially for the western portion of the District.


Several other climatic characteristics need to be noted.


Kansas is well suited to agriculture because most of the rain falls in the crop-growing season.  “From 70 to 77 per cent of the annual total falls during the six crop growing months, April to September, when it is most needed.”
  While the seasonal distribution of precipitation is favorable to agriculture, the occasional heavy downpours and excessive rate of evaporation are handicaps resulting in flash floods and serious soil erosion while little moisture penetrates the soil.  The situation has been corrected somewhat due to recent technology and the many soil erosion programs provided by the Federal and State Governments.


The moderate to high wind velocity, relatively mild winters with occasional cold waves, the wide variation in mean temperature and the large number of sunny days should also be mentioned.  Mr. Snowden D. Flora, meteorologist, sums up the climate and agriculture of Central Kansas as follows:

The middle third, with an elevation generally between 1,200 feet and 2,000 feet, has drier and more bracing air, more sunshine, a better wind movement, and a greater range between day and night temperatures than the eastern third.  Spring and the advancement of crops, including harvest dates, are often earlier in the south-central counties than in the southeastern part of the State.  This is the heart of the hard winter wheat belt, producing in the ten-year period ending with 1945 an average of 86,516,000 bushels annually, which is more than 50 per cent of the State’s total yield.  Many counties produce abundant crops of corn, alfalfa, and grain sorghums.  Fruit and truck crops are grown in favorable locations.
 

ANIMAL LIFE


Another aspect of physical environment having considerable economic importance in the early period was the native animal life.  Before the white man penetrated the area, millions of buffalo grazed on the prairie grasses.  The Indians of the plains depended on these animals for food, clothing and shelter.  The arrival of the white man began the wasteful slaughters so that within a few years the herds were greatly diminished.  By the time settlers arrived, however, sufficient numbers remained to supplement their rations and the “chips” provided a source of fuel.  The antelope, prairie chicken, quail and other wild fowl living on the plains were sources of meat to the early settler.


Fur bearing animals of that era other than the buffalo and antelope included the beaver, deer, lynx, bear, wolf, muskrat, raccoon, mink, skunk, opossum and badger, some of which are now gone from the area.  Economic pests include the jackrabbit, prairie dog and coyote.  None of these is extinct.

MINERAL RESOURCS


Not all of nature’s bounties lie on the surface of the globe.  The bowels of the earth hold the minerals essential for an industrial civilization; South Central Kansas is abundantly endowed with some of these minerals.  Petroleum and natural gas are the area’s most valuable mineral raw materials.  With the exception of Harper County, producing oil and gas wells were in all counties of the area in 1948.  The greatest concentrations in that year were in Greenwood, Butler and Cowley Counties in the eastern sub-area, and Sumner and McPherson Counties in the central sub-area.  Helium, a nonflammable gas used in balloons and dirigibles, is present in small amounts in the Dexter-Otto District of Cowley County.

In addition to petroleum and gas, south central Kansas has rich deposits of salt and gypsum.  Salt is present in the subsurface rocks of the western half of the area, and important producing areas are located near the towns of Hutchinson, Lyons and Anthony.

ARKANSAS RIVER

Giving the area unity, the Arkansas River rises in the Colorado Mountains and eventually flows into the Mississippi River after passing through Kansas, Oklahoma and Arkansas.  Entering south central Kansas, the river bends in a southeasterly direction and passes through Rice, Reno, Sedgwick, Sumner and Cowley Counties.  Several branches of the Arkansas need to be mentioned because they form a part of this river system and its watershed.  These include the Medicine Lodge, Chikaskia, Ninnescah, Walnut, verdigris and Little Arkansas Rivers, Walnut Creek and Pawnee fork.  Practically all of South Central Kansas is in the Arkansas River watershed.  The only exceptions are the northwestern part of the area drained by the Smoky Hill River, part of the Kansas river system, and the northeastern part drained by the Cottonwood River, part of the Neosho river system.


Roughly, four-fifths of south central Kansas is outside the flood plains of the major streams.  This land presented many problems to the early settlers.  While settlers did not have to clear the land of forests and stones and drain marshes and bogs, they faced other problems unique to the area.  Hostile Plains Indians depended on the buffalo and resented the infiltration of the white man.  After the Indians were defeated and moved onto reservations, there were the problems of obtaining sufficient water, fuel and building materials and of finding crops adapted to a region with marginal or deficient rainfall.  The absence of natural barriers made the area readily accessible to wagon immigrants, but this means of transportation was slow and costly.  Not until the railroads pushed westward into the prairies and plains was the area made sufficiently attractive to encourage widespread settlement and economic development.

TECHNOLOGICAL ENVIRONMENT


For several thousand years, western man was poorly equipped to cope with nature and labored with crude tools to wrest a bare living from the soil.  Only within the past two centuries have new sources of power been developed to make possible a comfortable standard of living for many.  Historians generally credit this change to the agricultural and industrial revolutions commencing in England during the eighteenth century that since spread throughout Europe and America.  Such technology was introduced by the settlers of South Central Kansas.

RAILROADS


One technological innovation making possible the rapid settlement and development of the area was the railroad.  There were few frontier settlements in the pre-railroad era.  Not until the area was linked to the East by railroads did it attract settlers and capital on a sufficient scale to develop the natural resources.  The first railroad, the Atchinson, Topeka and Santa Fe, was built across South Central Kansas between 1870 and 1872.  The contributions of the Santa Fe were manifold.  In addition to its function of common carrier, it had agents in eastern states and foreign countries encouraging settlers to occupy land along the railroad; it conducted experiments to discover the agricultural products best suited to the region; it provided employment for many of the inhabitants; and, in general, it worked diligently to populate and to develop the area.

FARM MACHINERY

Other technological innovation that shortened the premier phase of settlement were those making possible the mechanization of agriculture.  Professor Schmidt points out that the “epoch-making machines—notable among which were the plow, the corn planter, the two-horse cultivator, the mower, the reaper, and the steam thresher—had been invented in the period ending with 1860,” but he further observes that “it was not until the decade which witnessed the Civil War that agricultural machinery was popularized and brought into widely extended use.”
 


Mechanized farming on an extensive scale was first adopted by farmers in the eastern states, but after the Civil War, this type of agriculture was gradually extended westward.  Farm machinery and railroad transportation revolutionized agriculture by enabling farmers to grow surplus foodstuffs that were exchanged for eastern manufactured goods.  Subsistence farming soon gave way to a commercialized and mechanized form of agriculture that made farming a business as well as a way of life.

INTERNAL COMBUSTION ENGINE


Railroads and improved farm machinery played a vital role in the early development of the area, but in subsequent years other technological innovations had widespread repercussions.  The invention of the internal combustion engine not only revolutionized agriculture and trade by the introduction of automobiles, trucks, tractors and combine harvesters, but also increased the demand for gasoline and other petroleum products.  The area was rich in these natural resources and, by the third decade of the present century, the petroleum industry was second in importance only to agriculture in value of products.

AVIATION


Even more spectacular has been the growth of the aviation industry in the Wichita area.  Beginning with the production of light planes on a small scale after World War I, this industry grew moderately during the 1920’s, received a sharp blow during the 1930’s, and expanded on an unprecedented scale during World War II when Wichita supplied the military services with planes valued at a little more than $1.5 billion or 2.8% of the major aircraft supply contracts of the United States.
 

World War II marked the beginning of a new era with the shift to industrialization in Wichita.  Now the State’s largest city, Wichita has huge aircraft plants of Cessna, Raytheon (formerly Beech) and Boeing, which expanded mightily especially during World War II because of central location, presence of trained technicians and the nearness of good farm labor supply (beginning to be unneeded in agriculture due to mechanization).  Lear Jet joined this thriving industrial sector in the early 1960’s.  The first two plants, home grown, now produce a majority of the nation’s private and small commercial planes.  Boeing, of course, is synonymous with production of defense and commercial aircraft. (Examples:  B-29, B-47, B-52, 707, 727 and 747)  Lear Jet is also renowned in corporate transportation circles.


It is a paradox that this same thrust that spurred the economy over the past thirty years is now a dominating segment of the economy which may make the area economy most vulnerable.  This is not to say the aircraft industry is a liability to the area—definitely not!  The cutback in aircraft production, however (especially defense contract production) in 1959 and again in 1970-71 does point out the dependence of South Central Kansas on this particular segment of the economy.  The situation will be addressed in more detail when analyzing labor force participation of the District.

SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT


The social environment of South Central Kansas is hardly distinguishable from that of the larger region, the Middle West.  The inhabitants of the area were almost entirely American born, are descended from settlers who came mainly form the Middle West, and are largely Protestant in their religious faith.  This common background made for uniformity in the social environment, which is characteristic of the area to the present day.  While these generalizations apply to the bulk of the area, there are some exceptions in several counties, such as Harvey and McPherson, where a substantial proportion of the people are descended from Germans, Swedes and other nationalities immigrating directly to the area from Europe and attempting to preserve their Old World religious practices and ways of life.


Since space does not permit a complete discussion of the customs, morals and institutions forming the social environment, only those social attitudes of the inhabitants who have influenced the economic development of the area will be discussed.  Two prevailing ideas having widespread economic effect are the beliefs in material progress and individualism. 


Material Progress—The belief in material prosperity and progress is understandable when one considers that a continent rich in resources awaited the European colonists who came to our shores. In this land of opportunity, though a man was born poor, his chances for material success were assured if he exhibited the traits of self-reliance, diligence, frugality and personal aggressiveness.  One of the chief conditions for success was the willingness to “pull up stakes” and move west to the land of opportunity.  Here there was cheap land for the farmer, precious metals for the minor, virgin timber for the lumberman, open range country for the cattleman, and, in addition, opportunities for the gambler, the outlaw and the promoter of spurious business ventures.

In a broad sense, Kansas is similar to other states in that settlers were attracted by the possibility of improving their social, political and economic status, but the unique political history of the state has made for peculiarities in the social environment.  During its early history, Kansas was the battleground of proslavery and antislavery forces, and the victory of the latter under the leadership of emigrant Puritans from New England has had a significant influence on the people’s attitudes.  One of the tenants for the Puritan faith was to labor hard at one’s earthly calling; to this was added such economic virtues as sobriety, frugality and honesty.  The Puritan was a firm believer in material progress, and there was little in his religious or political thinking that conflicted with his desire to amass wealth. 


Although the Puritan ethic was dissipated to some extent when settlers from Midwestern states began to arrive in increasing numbers after the Civil War, the attitudes of the New Englanders remained dominant for many years.  Economic waste was rampant on the frontier with its saloons, gambling dens, outlaws, prostitutes, fly-by-night promoters and robber-barons.  Under these conditions, it was difficult to establish the law-abiding society that was necessary if there was to be an orderly development of natural resources.  Kansas was not immune to these undesirable influences, but the interesting thing is that a hard core of Puritan reformers waged a relentless crusade against economic evils and created a relatively ordered society.  First came prohibition in the 1880’s.  In the next decade the Populists put through laws guaranteeing bank deposits, restricting sale of stocks and bonds to projects that had state approval and tightening the grip on public utilities operating in the state.  William Allen White records that the Populists “passed the long line of legislation, once referred to as socialistic and now merely sneered at as laws of Meddlesome Mattie, but accepted by those who believe in the laissez-faire theory of morals and economics.”


Interest in legislation to curb economic abuses lagged during periods of prosperity, but in its place were substituted laws to enforce a strict code of morals.  Before 1922, laws were passed to censor movies and prohibit them on Sundays, to stop gambling and the sale of cigarettes, and to make commercialized prostitution illegal.  Later many of these attempts to legislate morality were abandoned after bitter struggles; but, in the main, Kansas lived up to its reputation as the last stronghold of Puritanism.

The close relationship between attempts to legislate morality and economic progress is not always realized.  By passing laws to make certain vices and abuses illegal, the temptations standing in the way of amassing wealth were minimized.  The Puritan was after the “main chance,” as William Allen White points out:

He is an idealist planning a great democratic civilization; but one wherein a dollar will travel further, work harder, and bring in more of the fruits of civilization than any other dollar in the world.  The waste of slavery, the social expense of the saloon, the venereal disease, the crooked stock seller, the purveyor of expensive school-books or impure food, or the dishonest banker—each immediately become a check to the Puritan scheme of things and automatically is invested with evil.


Individualism—The second social attitude with a profound influence upon the economy of South Central Kansas is the belief in individualism.  Pioneers pitted their strength and ingenuity against the forces of nature, hostile Indians and unscrupulous promoters.  Those qualities making for survival, namely self-reliance and personal aggressiveness, were at a premium.  At first, the settlers banded together for mutual protection, but, when the Indian menace subsided, they dispersed to take up individual claims and to commence farming.  On the frontier every homestead was largely a self-sufficient unit, and its success depended upon the initiative, the resourcefulness, and the judgment of individual members.


Individualism is probably more deeply rooted in Kansas than elsewhere because of the many hardships encountered by its early citizens.  In addition to the ordinary hardships of the frontier, Kansans were subjected to a succession of reverses and disasters in the form of border wars, Indian raids, droughts, grasshopper plagues and economic depressions.

The result, (Professor Becker points out), has been to give a peculiar flavor to the Kansas spirit of individualism.  With Kansas' history back of him, the true Kansan feels that nothing is too much for him.  How shall he be afraid of any danger, or hesitate at any obstacle, having succeeded where failure was not only human, but almost honorable?  Having conquered Kansas, he knows well that there are no worse worlds to conquer.  The Kansas spirit is therefore one that finds something exhilarating in the challenge of an extreme difficulty.


Individualism, like the belief in material progress, has been strongest in periods of economic well-being.  This was the case during the decade of the 1880’s, the period from 1897 to 1920, and during the period following World War II.  On the other hand, serious doubts have been entertained as to the validity of these ideas during the agricultural depressions of the1870’s, the early 1890’s and the 1920’s and 1930’s.


Until the severe depression of the early 1890’s, the assumptions of economic individualism were seldom questioned.  It was generally believed that the economy would function smoothly if the individual was left to his own devises without undue interference from the government.  The economy was regarded as a self-regulation mechanism, and the forces of competition would soon eliminate any abuses creeping into the system.  However, certain governmental functions were necessary.  Property rights had to be protected before individuals could be expected to produce and amass wealth in any quantity.  In addition to providing such protection, the government was permitted to extend aid to farmers and businessmen in the form of subsidies, tariff protection, public lands and the like.  The government was conceived of as an umpire who enforced “the rules of the game, but who took no active part in the economic process itself.”


The principles of economic individualism and laissez-faire were considered valid so long as the economy was composed of farmers and small businessmen, but the growth of giant business concerns after the civil war led to abuses that caused many people to question certain basic assumptions.  Protest movements, such as the Patrons of Husbandry, the Grange, the Farmers’ Alliance, and the Populist Party sprang up during the depressions of the 1870’s and 1890’s and demanded such measures as regulation of railroads, antimonopoly laws, land reform and cheap money.  Another period of economic crisis occurred in the 1930’s; again there was a clamor for economic individualism.  These protest movements were particularly strong in South Central Kansas during the 1890’s and to a lesser extent, in the 1930’s.

SUMMARY OF THE PAST


The people of South Central Kansas, of sturdy stock, have achieved an enviable record.  The population maintains good churches and schools.  Industry has progressed in recent years to blend with the strong agricultural base.  Together, they provide an unparalleled opportunity for healthy progress.   By capitalizing on the resources of the area, South Central Kansas, with its mining resources, growing crops, fattened cattle and blooming industries, is well prepared for the challenges and opportunities of the future.  “To the stars through difficulty” is the State’s motto.  The heritage of the area certainly reflects this spirit.   
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