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Populist Senator William A. “Whiskers” Peffer and Congress-
man Jeremiah “Sockless Jerry” Simpson of Kansas appeared 
regularly in the pages of the pro-Republican magazine Judge 
throughout the 1890s in caricatures like the one above.  
Drawn by Victor Gillam and published in October 1891, this 
cartoon depicts Peffer and Simpson pushing a boulder labeled  
“Farmers Alliance” beneath the wheels of a wagon, representing 
the Democratic Party. Five congressmen, each with his own 
personal, diverse cause, squabble over control as a donkey 
dubbed “Democracy” strains to advance. The banner on the left 
reads “A Grand Straddle on Every Issue.” 

Peffer and Simpson took office in 1891, having been elected 
on the People’s Party platform after years of low crop prices, 
drought, and economic collapse. Sockless Jerry Simpson 
secured his nickname on the campaign trail when he maligned 
his opponent’s fine silk stockings. Mocked in turn for his poor 
finances, Simpson and his political ally Mary Elizabeth Lease 
turned an insult about his socklessness into a badge of honor, 
and Simpson won the election by a wide margin. William 

“Whiskers” Peffer received his moniker due to his distinctive 
beard, which was frequently caricatured in political cartoons 
of the day.

Like Simpson and Peffer, fellow Kansan and Populist Mason 
S. Peters swiftly earned a nickname of his own. Peters took office 
in the U.S. House of Representatives in 1897 on the heels of 
Peffer’s departure. Simpson had lost his reelection bid two years 
before but recaptured the seat in 1896 and returned to Congress 
with Peters. As Peters entered the House chamber for the first 
time, two young congressional pages pondered to which party 
he might belong. Spying his beard, they speculated—no doubt 
thanks in part to caricatures like “The Poor Donkey”—that he 
might be a Populist. A foolproof way to find out? “Give him a 
push,” one page said. “If a jackrabbit jumps out of his whiskers 
he’s a Pop[ulist].” Peters embraced the title of “the Jackrabbit 
Statesman.” His efforts to subsidize postal services for the blind 
in a contentious political climate are the subject of one of this 
issue’s feature articles.

“The Poor Donkey Has Too Many Drivers”

Courtesy of the Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, Washington, D.C.
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The journal is available as one of many benefits of membership 
with the Kansas Historical Foundation. Find more information 
online at kshs.org/11413. 

Kansas History: A Journal of the Central Plains is published 
quarterly through a partnership between the Kansas Historical 
Foundation and the Department of History at Kansas State 
University. The Kansas Historical Foundation serves as a fund-
raising, fund management, membership, and retail organization to 
support and promote the Kansas Historical Society, a state agency 
that safeguards and shares the state’s history through the collection, 
preservation, and interpretation of its past. The Society’s collections 
and programs are diverse and are made available through its  
library and museum in Topeka, historic sites and classrooms across

the state, and publications and web-based resources accessible 
everywhere. The Department of History at Kansas State University 
is especially well-suited to the study of Kansas, agricultural, and 
environmental history. As a Land Grant school whose culture 
and economy have historically been shaped by the economy in 
the state, the history of Kansas holds a venerable place in the 
academic offerings of the University. Environmental history, with 
a particular focus on agricultural, water, and grassland issues in 
Kansas, has become increasingly more important to university 
research and curricula worldwide.

The journal publishes scholarly articles, edited documents, and 
other materials that contribute to an understanding of the history 
and cultural heritage of Kansas and the Central Plains. Political, 
social, intellectual, cultural, economic, and institutional histories  
are welcome, as are biographical and historiographical interpreta-
tions and studies of archaeology, the built environment, and material 
culture. Articles emphasizing visual documentation, exceptional 
reminiscences, and autobiographical writings are also considered 
for publication. Genealogical studies are generally not accepted. 

Manuscripts are evaluated anonymously by scholars who 
determine their suitability for publication based on originality, 
quality of research, significance, and presentation, among other 
factors. Previously published articles or manuscripts that are 
being considered for publication elsewhere will not be considered. 
The editors reserve the right to make changes in accepted articles 
and will consult with the authors regarding such. The publishers 
assume no responsibility for statements of fact or opinion made 
by contributors. 

Kansas History follows the Chicago Manual of Style, 16th edition 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010). A style sheet, which 
includes a detailed explanation of the journal’s editorial policy, is 
available at kshs.org/12447. Articles appearing in Kansas History 
are available online at the Kansas Historical Society’s website 
(kshs.org/12445) and from EBSCO Publishing. They are available 
on microfilm from ProQuest Microfilms.

The Edgar Langsdorf Award for Excellence in Writing, which 
includes a plaque and an honorarium of two hundred dollars, is 
awarded each year for the best article published in Kansas History.

The editors welcome letters responding to any of the articles 
published in the journal. With the correspondent’s permission, 
those that contribute substantively to the scholarly dialogue by 
offering new insights or historical information may be published. 
All comments or editorial queries should be addressed to the 
editors, Kansas History: A Journal of the Central Plains, Department 
of History, 208 Eisenhower Hall, Kansas State University, 
Manhattan, KS 66506-1002; 785-532-6730; email: KHJournal@ 
k-state.edu

Illustrations appearing in the journal, unless otherwise noted, 
are from the collections of the Kansas Historical Society. Re-
productions of images from the Society’s collections are available

for purchase. Please contact the State Archives Division for order- 
ing information: kshs.org/14154; 785-272-8681, ext. 321.
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