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In her memoir about growing up poor in rural Kansas in 
the 1980s and 1990s, Sarah Smarsh dismantles contradictions 
about class. While her own family struggled to make ends meet, 
her parents and grandparents instilled in her the belief that 
poverty was the fault of the individual and that impoverished 
people somehow deserved it. According to Smarsh, this 
way of thinking blinded her to the systems that perpetuated 
generational poverty. Young mothers gave birth without 
health insurance, stable jobs, and trustworthy partners. Parents 
lost homes, creating a seemingly endless cycle of relocation. 
Money was a constant worry, provoking stress and fears of 
destitution. On the edge of precarity, generations of her family 
survived by dropping out of school, working long hours, and 
avoiding costly medical care. They sought refuge in substance 
abuse, which fueled domestic violence. Smarsh provides an 
unflinching look at the pain that marked much of her childhood. 

Smarsh wrote Heartland to understand how poverty defined 
her family’s story and how she was able to defy it. As a teenager, 
she made two major decisions. First, she would not be a poor 
teen mother like the mothers before her. Second, she would 
finish high school and achieve the education denied to the other 
members of her family. Heartland is a long reconciliation with 
these decisions, written to the imagined child she never had. 
In doing so, Heartland explains not only her family’s economic 
difficulties but also the profound mental and emotional toll that 
poverty takes on children. Born in August 1980, Smarsh arrived 
only months before Ronald Reagan won the presidency on a 
promise of economic prosperity. But Smarsh derides Reagan’s 
conservative policies, blaming them for the demise of the 
American worker. The problem was not just political subterfuge 
or America’s obsession with wealth; she contends that the 
greatest farce was her family’s willful ignorance. Like most 
Americans, Smarsh’s family believed class inequalities did not 
exist in a democratic nation, even though they labored endlessly 
for few rewards. Smarsh’s Heartland reveals how little her 
family’s hard work meant to an economy that did not value it.

Smarsh’s memoir not only offers a compelling look 
at poverty but also explores with precision the cultural 
hallmarks of rural Kansas in the 1980s and 1990s. Smarsh 
acknowledges that class marks her story more than race, and 

whiteness privileged her upbringing, making her family’s 
privations all the more incomprehensible at the time. At the 
center of the story, above all, is family, especially the women 
in Smarsh’s life. Fathers were more likely to get drunk, get 
violent, and get out, which left mothers sometimes barely 
holding it together. The stress made relationships difficult, 
especially those between mothers and daughters, but they 
never gave up on each other. They often had no other choice. 

The strong kin and communal networks that defined 
Smarsh’s childhood in rural Kansas resonate widely. These 
networks of neighbors, friends, coworkers, and kin provided 
financial and emotional support when the government did 
not. One of Smarsh’s final stories is telling. When she was in 
college, her Grandpa Arnie, a fixture of her childhood, died from 
cancer. The wake was a community affair, and the church was 
full. Not only did close family and friends pay their respects, 
but the presence of former farmhands, ex-wives, and long-lost 
cousins revealed the depth of this rural Kansas community. 
When it came time to auction Arnie’s farm and equipment, 
Smarsh notes that people bid on items they did not need, often 
driving the prices higher than market value. According to 
Smarsh, this act was the greatest gesture a poor rural person 
could make because it showed the real value of a person’s life.

Heartland is a memoir that calls for further scrutiny of rural 
Kansas in the late twentieth century. More investigations, 
either of other places in Kansas or of Kansas in comparison to 
other states, could reveal how local and regional differences, 
especially in issues such as state politics, educational systems, 
and workforce programs, shaped the experience of poverty. 
But scholars must follow Smarsh’s lead by examining 
the generational systems that create rural poverty. What 
matters most is telling more of these stories—seemingly 
ordinary, remarkably contradictory, and incredibly moving. 

Reviewed by Sara Egge, associate professor of history, 
Centre College, Danville, Kentucky.
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Osage Women and Empire: Gender and Power 

by Tai S. Edwards

x + 132 pages, illustrations, notes, index, appendices.
Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2018, paper 
$24.95.

Osage Women and Empire: Gender and Power by Tai S. 
Edwards skillfully explores the centrality of complementary 
gender construction in Osage life from precontact through 
the nineteenth century. Through the use of ethnographies, 
government documents, missionary records, and travel 
narratives, Edwards masterfully creates a work that shows 
the importance of both men and women at every level of 
the continued creation of Osage ideology and identity (p. 9). 

In chapter 1 Edwards argues that men and women were 
equally and complementarily important in Osage cosmology 
before contact with Europeans. Both genders were vital to the 
continued success of the people, and neither was subordinate 
to the other. Indeed, men and women worked in tandem and 
held considerable parallel authority while acting autonomously. 
Women were creators of life and had other, similarly creative 
roles within society. Men were protectors of life and thus 
were in charge of the hunt and war. Rather than men and 
women existing in separate spheres or domains, success in all 
these activities relied on both sexes, albeit in different ways.

Chapter 2 argues that continuing complementarianism 
allowed for the creation of a powerful Osage empire, even in the 
face of early European colonization in the eighteenth century. 
Both women and men were vital in empire building. Women 
were important in bearing children, raising them, adopting 
captives into society, and enabling warfare (p. 55). While women 
did not participate in the hunt or on the battlefield, they were 
perceived as vital to the success of both. As Edwards writes, 
Osage “regional hegemony during this period resulted from 
the physical and spiritual cooperation of both genders,” which 
successfully incorporated the colonizers and their goods (p. 60).

Chapters 3 and 4 describe the decline of Osage power 
and its rebirth, respectively. Chapter 3 outlines the effects of 
settler encroachments and U.S. policy on the marginalization 
and suffering of the Osage. However, this decline in imperial 
power was correlated with a deepening commitment to Osage 
spirituality. Rather than allowing cultural hegemony to destroy 
the community, the Osage adapted by modifying their existing 
cosmology to the new conditions. As Edwards writes in chapter 
4, “continuing the spiritual and physical gendered work that 
had—at least since colonization—defined their lives, ensured 
the Osage persisted as a nation in this brutal time” (p. 125). 

This book is a wonderful work of well-supported and well-
documented historical scholarship. In a class setting it would 

be useful in exploring the nature of westward expansion and 
American hegemony. Inclusion in a graduate class, for example, 
could help engender a balanced discussion of both the effects 
of and resistance to American colonization and assimilation. 

For those wishing to understand the nature of Kansas 
settlement, this work presents a view of the effects of 
settlement that aids in balancing the traditional focus on 
westward expansion and colonialism. Much like the argument 
of the work itself, with its focus on complementarianism, 
incorporating this work into any discussion of Kansas will 
enable an understanding of the varied complexity of Kansas 
identity in the nineteenth century and beyond. The Osage 
were agents of change while at the same time changing 
themselves—even as they held on to their personal identity.

Reviewed by Amanda Lea Miracle, associate professor of 
history, Emporia State University, Emporia, Kansas. 
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Doom Towns: The People and Landscapes of Atomic 
Testing: A Graphic History

by Andrew G. Kirk
illustrated by Kristian Purcell

xlii + 300 pages, illustrations, notes, glossary.
New York: Oxford University Press, 2017, paper $19.95.

Much of the literature on the development of nuclear weapons 
focuses on the scientists who worked tirelessly to design and 
create the bombs, the technology itself, the deployment of the 
technology, or the political implications. However, historian 
Andrew G. Kirk breaks from the traditional historiography 
and tells the story of the people and the landscapes of atomic 
testing in the Mojave and Great Basin Desert regions. He breaks 
even further from historiographical tradition by producing 
a graphic history though his partnership with artist and 
illustrator Kristian Purcell. Though Kirk and Purcell aim for 
objectivity, Doom Towns serves as a cautionary tale about the 
dangers of unrestrained atomic testing and government secrecy. 
Kirk and Purcell make the case that while the development 
of atomic weapons was a technological and scientific 
triumph for the United States, it resulted in much suffering 
for the people and landscapes involved in atomic testing.

Kirk, professor of environmental history and director of the 
public history program at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, 
served as a principal investigator on the Nevada Test Site Oral 
History Project (NTSOP), which sought to record the everyday 
stories of people who were associated with the Nevada Test 
Site. His work on this project inspired him to tell these stories 
in a meaningful way. Purcell, a British artist and illustrator, 
used the rich visual resources of the National Nuclear Security 
Administrationj/Department of Energy (DOE) photo archive 
as inspiration for his work. The collaboration was a natural fit. 

Together Kirk and Purcell combed through thousands of 
primary sources from the DOE OpenNet site, the NTSOP, and 
other special collections and selected the most compelling 
documents and images. The result is a graphic history 
that visually enlivens the personal stories of the workers, 
protesters, reporters, administrators, and townspeople affected 
by nuclear testing. One of the most unique perspectives 
that the book offers is that the desert landscape of the test 
sites was not a barren wasteland but was home to many 
plants, animals, and Native American inhabitants. The book 
argues that the voices of these inhabitants were overlooked 
by contemporary government officials and historians alike. 

The illustrations are based on actual photographs, and the 
colors of the illustrations are subdued to reflect the gravity of 
the situation. Most of the graphic panels contain excerpts from 
primary documents or oral history interviews. The book covers 
a broad time period, from the Trinity Test to the Limited Test 
Ban Treaty of 1963, and each section of the graphic history is 

based on an important test or turning point in atomic testing. 
The selection of documents and the contextualization are 
impressive; the authors are able to tell a complex story in a 
limited space. However, the volume of information and the 
selectiveness of the history leave the reader disoriented and 
with a number of unanswered questions. In an effort to remedy 
this issue, Kirk and Purcell provide the primary sources that 
inspired each panel, a comprehensive list of secondary sources, 
the historical context of atomic weapon development and 
testing, a timeline of atomic testing, a list of characters, and a 
glossary. It is a wealth of information for the advanced student 
of atomic testing and a starting point and guide for future 
research. The book could also serve as a useful pedagogical tool 
for a course on the Cold War or nuclear weapon development; to 
that end, it includes a list of discussion and research questions. 

As a work of scholarship, Doom Towns advances the 
historiography by including the stories and actors that have 
historically been forgotten or excluded. Even though the 
time period and the material covered are broad, the book is 
effective in generating new perspectives and relaying the 
central points of an important and compelling story. It will 
inspire a generation of new research in this area and the use of 
these public documents. The extensive excerpts from primary 
documents and the graphics allow the authors to tell a more 
nuanced story than traditional scholarship and will motivate 
academic historians to find new and interesting ways to share 
their research with academic and nonacademic audiences alike. 

Reviewed by Kim Perez, associate professor of history, Fort Hays 
State University, Hays, Kansas. 
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Abolitionists, Doctors, Ranchers, and Writers: A 
Family Journey through American History
by Lynne Marie Getz

xiii + 282 pages, illustrations, notes, index.
Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2017, paper 
$27.95.

“Go west, young man.” This simple statement is 
representative, in many ways, of the settler-colonial experience 
in the United States. It matters little who first penned the 
famous phrase—Horace Greeley, John Babsone Lane Soule, 
or perhaps neither man. Western relocation is the story of the 
Euro-American experience: from the first colonizers at Roanoke, 
Jamestown, and Plymouth to the settler colonizers of Alaska and 
Hawaii, all embarked on their American adventures in hopes of 
forging a new life, new fortune, or new identity. After reading 
Lynne Marie Getz’s engaging new book, Abolitionists, Doctors, 
Ranchers, and Writers: A Family Journey through American History, 
one understands that the frontier imperative could easily have 
been “Go west, young woman” or “Go west, young family.” 

Getz follows three generations of the Wattles-Faunce-Wetherill 
family as they migrate from New York to Ohio to Kansas to 
Colorado, seeking to either morally reform the nation or improve 
their family fortunes. Getz’s aim is to deepen our understanding 
of how family identity is formed and reformed and illustrate the 
uncertainty of nationwide progressive reform. Getz also aims to 
demonstrate how viewing history through a familial lens helps 
decentralize male dominance in the American history narrative. 
The numerous stated goals of the book make Getz’s work 
ambitious, but she is largely successful in achieving her objectives.

Following the western progress of the Wattles-Faunce-
Wetherill family makes for an engaging read. Reading about the 
role of the Wattles family during Bleeding Kansas is especially 
enjoyable. Those familiar with Bleeding Kansas will recognize 
many of the names and events—John Brown, James Montgomery, 
G. W. Brown, the sacking of Lawrence, Pottawatomie, the Marais 
de Cygnes Massacre—but approaching Bleeding Kansas through 
the lens of a nonviolent family provides a perspective that might 
better represent most people’s Bleeding Kansas experience. 
Augustus and Sarah Wattles moved to Kansas Territory to 
ensure freedom in the future state, not to act as Jayhawkers. 
Violence proved inescapable and eventually forced Augustus to 
adopt armed self-defense against border ruffians. What level of 
violence Augustus ended up participating in is unclear, but what 
is clear is that the Wattleses were firm friends and supporters 
of John Brown and James Montgomery. They sheltered Brown 
after his Missouri raid in 1858, and it is likely that Brown 
confided his Harper’s Ferry plans to Augustus. A year later, 
Augustus traveled east with Montgomery, intent on rescuing 
Brown from the executioner, but Brown refused. The Wattles 
descendants remained proud of their family’s contributions 
to the free-state cause in Kansas and refused to adhere to the 
postwar demonization of Brown, as Getz ably demonstrates. 

In Abolitionists, Doctors, Ranchers, and Writers, Getz does 
effectively decentralizes the Wattles-Faunce-Wetherill men. The 
book is not precisely a feminist history, yet one cannot help but 
see that the family’s real strength lay in the women. The Wattles-
Faunce-Wetherill women were strong, independent-minded, 
resourceful, and tenacious. Augustus largely absented himself 
from Kansas during the Civil War, and son Theodore Wattles 
spent the conflict in Missouri and Arkansas fighting with the 

Fifth Kansas Cavalry. Susan and youngest daughter Mary Ann 
toughed out the war together on a homestead in turbulent Kansas. 
None of the Wattles daughters allowed gender expectations to 
limit their ambition. All three daughters committed themselves 
to educational achievement in a way that their brother never did, 
and Mary Ann Wattles Faunce became a physician and teacher at 
the Women’s Medical College of the New York Infirmary. Mary 
Ann’s daughters, Eugenia and Hilda Wetherill, followed the 
example of their mother and experienced professional careers at 
a time when opportunities for women were limited. It was also 
in the women of the family that the spark of activism continued 
to smolder. None of the Wattles progeny were committed to 
African American equality or a utopian society, as Augustus and 
Susan had been, but the women of the family remained loyal to 
feminism and temperance and took up the cause of more humane 
treatment for Native Americans, albeit with a paternalistic view. 

Getz wraps up her work by challenging the triumphalist 
narrative of the Wattles-Faunce-Wetherill family. In each 
westward shift, the family encountered challenges and setbacks, 
and clearly not all in the family were meant for farming and 
ranching, but in general, each generation saw more success 
than its predecessors. Getz reminds the reader, though, that the 
family’s success came at the expense of displaced indigenous 
peoples. The Wattles-Faunce-Wetherill family largely considered 
themselves friends and advocates of the Native Americans, but 
each generation also took from the Natives. Most commonly, 
this meant taking land, but the Wetherill family also looted and 
sold thousands of dollars’ worth of artifacts from Mesa Verde. 
It is interesting that Getz is not more critical of the Wetherill 
destruction of ancient Puebloan culture. Perhaps Getz uses gentler 
language regarding the theft because the Wetherills went from 
pillagers to amateur archaeologists, more interested in preserving 
Mesa Verde and Chaco Canyon than profiting from them. 

Overall, Getz has produced an informative and enjoyable 
work of history. The names can be difficult to keep track of 
at times, as the author acknowledges. The family tree at the 
beginning of the book helps to some degree, but members of the 
Wattles-Faunce-Wetherill family routinely named their children 
after one another, so there is considerable name repetition. This 
problem is beyond Getz’s control, obviously, and all things 
considered, the name confusion is a minor issue. The story 
of the Wattles-Faunce-Wetherill family and the unfolding of 
American history through the family perspective makes for 
interesting reading and should be appealing to a wide audience.

Reviewed by Joshua Wolf, assistant professor of history, 
Benedictine College, Atchison, Kansas.
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Tombstone, Deadwood, and Dodge City: 
Re-creating the Frontier West
by Kevin Britz and Roger L. Nichols

xiii + 216 pages, illustrations, notes, index.
Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2018, cloth, 
$32.95.

When the public thinks of the Old West and the supposed 
violence that permeated the region, three towns come to 
mind: Deadwood, South Dakota; Dodge City, Kansas; and 
Tombstone, Arizona. The perceived violence is contradicted 
by the local history in each of the three towns. The creation 
and popularity of dime novels at the turn of the twentieth 
century eventually led to the rise of tourism based not on the 
actual history but on the fabricated local history, also known as 
“hucksterism.”

The turn of the twentieth century saw the increase of 
tourism owing not only to the popularity of dime novels but 
also to the rise of local memoirs and popular motion pictures 
with an emphasis on the supposed histories of Deadwood, 
Dodge City, and Tombstone. The authors of Tombstone, 
Deadwood, and Dodge City argue that “booster, political and 
social leaders, and business interests a generation later began 
to accept and use the sordid memories that they had avoided 
earlier. This shift came about gradually during the interwar 
years. Local elites recognized that their town’s embarrassing 
reputations offered economic opportunities as Americans’ 
hunger for authentic reminders of the Old West grew” (p. 210). 

In each of these towns, the earliest venues for tourism were 
the cemeteries: Boot Hill Cemeteries in Tombstone and Dodge 
City and Mount Moriah Cemetery in Deadwood. Boot Hill 
Cemeteries were named for the fact that they held cowboys 
and outlaws who had been buried with their boots on. Mount 
Moriah Cemetery was the final resting place of several famous 
Old West figures, such as Wild Bill Hickock and Calamity Jane. 
As these final resting places became the foundation of tourism, 
the authenticity of each attraction was replaced with images of 
violence and vice.

As the number of tourists grew, their interest in cemeteries 
waned, and Deadwood, Dodge City, and Tombstone needed 
other avenues to capture public attention. Thus, each town’s 
chamber of commerce collaborated with local businesses 
to create festivals that included parades with pioneers and 
floats and displays of historical artifacts in business windows. 
Deadwood’s Days of 76 and Tombstone’s Helldorado became 
annual events, while Dodge City held the Last Roundup. 

The most beneficial aspect for the three towns was the 
arrival of movies and television programs based on their 
historical figures and histories. Deadwood benefited from 
films and shows based on Wild Bill Hickok and Calamity 
Jane, such as In the Days of ’75 and ’76 (1915) and The Plainsmen 
(1936). Dodge City and Tombstone both profited from films 
that featured the most famous lawman, Wyatt Earp, such as 
The Life and Times of Wyatt Earp (1955–1961). The town that 
benefited the most from television was Dodge City with the 
airing of Gunsmoke (1955–1975). Not only did the towns get free 
publicity from these movies and television shows, but their 
stars frequently appeared in the town’s festivals.

As the popularity of Westerns faded, the towns started to 

look to the preservation of local landmarks, such as Dodge 
City’s Boot Hill Cemetery and Tombstone’s OK Corral. 
Deadwood started the museum movement with the opening of 
the Adams Museum in 1930. As a way to preserve its Boot Hill 
Cemetery, Dodge City opened the Boot Hill Museum in 1947. 
Tombstone began efforts to preserve its historic buildings in 
the 1950s.

The authors provide a detailed history of each town’s 
promotion of its rich Old West history. The beginning chapters 
offer an overview of the towns’ histories. The last two chapters 
on movies, television, museums, and preservation might read 
better if they were split into four separate chapters. Overall, the 
book is a valuable resource for understanding how these three 
communities recreated the West.

Reviewed by Keith Wondra, assistant curator of the Old Cow 
town Museum, Wichita, Kansas.
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Donald Thompson in Russia
edited by David H. Mould

xxv + 151 pages, illustrations, notes, index. 
Bloomington, IN: Slavica Publishers, 2018, paper $29.95.

On March 8, 1917, Topeka native and war photographer 
Donald Thompson wrote his wife Dot: “If there is a revolution 
I hope it comes now, for although I should hate to see 
bloodshed, if it has to be it might as well come while I am on 
the ground with plenty of film” (p. 28). Although perhaps 
shockingly cavalier to a modern audience familiar with the 
events surrounding the Russian Revolution, the statement 
is consistent with his overall outlook and experience during 
World War I, as readers discover in Donald Thompson in Russia. 
Originally published in 1918, the book is a compilation of 
letters between Thompson and his second wife Dot, written 
between December 12, 1916 and August 21, 1917. Likely 
written (and edited) with eventual publication in mind, 
Thompson’s letters are, as editor David Mould states, “one 
of the few first-hand accounts by an American of events in 
Russia from late February to early August 1917,” making it an 
important, and fascinating, read for historians and enthusiasts 
alike (p. x). 

Framed by Mould’s detailed introduction and Thompson’s 
own brief introduction, Donald Thompson in Russia takes the 
reader through the first six months of the Russian Revolution. 
Though lacking a specific “plot,” Thompson’s narrative 
describes the turbulent time in great detail, including the 
date and location within each letter. Most of the events he 
describes occurred in Petrograd (St. Petersburg) and so by 
utilizing the map of the city provided, it is possible to chart the 
photographer’s moves throughout the book. While the reader 
gets the sense that some of the information and exploits may 
have been slightly exaggerated for self-promotional purposes, 
Mould states that many of Thompson’s stories can in fact 
be corroborated by other sources, including the accounts of 
newspaper correspondents who worked with him (p. xviii). 
This reviewer would argue that while slightly dramatic in 
presentation, Thompson’s style fits not only his personality 
as an adventurous war photographer but also would have 
captivated (and held the attention of) his American audience. 

One of the strengths of Thompson’s letters is that they 
combine personal experiences with information gleaned on the 
scene. Though the photographer freely admits that the latter 
was often obtained second or third hand through unconfirmed 
rumors and reports, this does not detract from the overall 
narrative but rather reflects the chaotic nature of the revolution 
as it unfolded throughout the spring and summer of 1917. 
Despite the many rumors and his reliance on his Russian 
interpreter, Boris, of whom Mould states very little is known, 
Thompson does address and correctly analyze key issues. 
These include the power struggle between the Provisional 
Government and the Petrograd Soviet as well as the critical 
role of Alexander Kerensky, a key political figure in the 
Russian Revolution. He also clearly understood the importance 
and popularity of Vladimir Lenin, writing in May that “Lenin 
is a brilliant man and is smart enough to know what the poor 
Russian wants to hear…These poor fellows believe that…

the war will stop, the land and all the money will be divided 
amongst them, and they will never have to work again” (p. 76). 
Given Lenin’s later role in the October Revolution, an event 
Thompson did not witness, his description was an accurate 
portrayal of Russia’s future. 

An area where Thompson did misrepresent the situation in 
Russia includes his repeated statements regarding “German 
intrigue” as a central cause of the revolution. He writes of 
German propaganda playing an integral role in the collapse 
and disaffection of the Russian army and how “German 
agents” infiltrated the ranks, helping to sow the seeds of 
discord. This analysis played well with an American public 
concerned by the events then unfolding in Russia and were 
presented in Thompson’s December 1917 film, The German 
Curse in Russia. Although now lost to history, the film followed 
themes outlined in Thompson’s book and the photographs 
(with compelling titles and captions) included in it. 

Despite its mild sensationalism and the inclusion of 
the disproven German intrigue conspiracy theory, Donald 
Thompson in Russia stands as an important eyewitness account 
to the tumultuous events surrounding the outbreak and 
development of the Russian Revolution and is a testament 
to the Kansas war photographer who risked much to tell his 
story. 

Reviewed by Jennifer Zoebelein, special projects historian, 
National WWI Museum and Memorial, Kansas City, Missouri.
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